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 This dissertation investigates one subset of the many “signs and symbols” representative 

of traditional Roman religion at Ostia — its temples and sanctuaries.  It uses this body of 

evidence to foreground a discussion of social and cultural transformation from the 3rd through 

6th c. C.E.  This period witnessed the decline of traditional religious practices and the rise of a 

more prominent Judaism and Christianity.  Earlier treatments of this topic, however, have often 

approached the material by assembling a catalogue of buildings, documenting limited incidences 

of new construction or repair evidenced throughout the Late Roman town.  This project, by 

contrast, instead of beginning with material dated to the “twilight years” of Roman Ostia, starts 

with the first records of excavation at Ostia Antica.  It is these archaeological reports, some 

comprehensive, others more impressionistic, which document the eclectic nature of objects, 

sculpture, and architecture that were frequently found preserved throughout the town.  These 

reports represent a new starting point for reconstructing the appearance of the Late Antique city.   

 Drawing upon this material, each of my four chapters takes one element of the 

traditional landscape (the Capitolium, the so-called Temple of Hercules, the Sanctuary of 

Magna Mater, or the cult of Vulcan) and then interweaves one or more facets of Christianity or 

Judaism in order to reveal, dialectically, the dynamism of urban change.  Socially and 

economically, Ostia itself witnessed significant changes during this time.  This dissertation 

provides new answers to when, why, and how those changes took place.  It reveals how ambitious 

architectural projects of the Late Roman Empire continued to achieve stature by visually 
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engaging with both the presence and prestige of earlier monuments.  Uncovering new evidence 

with which to challenge the concept of a late 4th c. “pagan revival,” my research, in particular, 

suggests that accommodation of the past, not urban conflict, was a dominant social model.   

Finally, I suggest that a broad view of traditional and Christian festivals, from the 4th c. through 

6th, shows how new cults, like those of Aurea or Monica, mother of Augustine, simultaneously 

preserved and transformed the city’s traditions into the Early Middle Ages.
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Introduction 

 
Intende templis ac delubris deorum, quibus Romana civitas et 

protegitur et ornatur (Minucius Felix, Octavius 7.4). 
 
 
 
 Preliminary Remarks (1): Themes and Method 

 “Look to the temples and shrines of the gods, by which the Roman state is both 

protected and honored,” exhorts Minucius’ character Caecilius, who presents a case for the 

maintenance of traditional religion in Rome.  The context of Caecilius’ dramatic monologue, 

delivered at the seaside of Ostia, is a philosophical and theological debate between this 

proponent of tradition and a self-identified Christian, Octavius, who proceeds to challenge 

Caecilius’ claims.  The unnamed narrator of these events, a third friend, now appointed to the 

role of judge, listens carefully as his companions engage in their intellectual jousting.  Moments 

before, the three of them had been watching a group of boys pick up shells from the beach and 

skip them into the sea, each trying to surpass the throw of the others.  The tone of the dialogue 

mirrors this playfully competitive scene; and the setting, Ostia, “a most pleasant city,” affords a 

calm backdrop to the afternoon debate as the waters roll in, smoothing the seashells with the 

tossing of its waves.1 

 The date of the composition of Minucius Felix’s Octavius is debated, fluctuating 

between the end of the 2nd and the middle of the 3rd c. C.E., perhaps even later.2 The nature of 

the conversation is not without its own problems, either.  As staged between opposing sides, 

traditional religion on the one hand, monolithic Christianity on the other, the dialogue 

                                                                            
1 “amoenissimam civitatem,” Minucius Felix, Octav. 2.3; “is lusus est testam teretem iactatione 
fluctuum levigatam legere de litore,” 3.6. 
2 Scholars debate whether Minucius’s text borrows from a Latin treatise by Tertullian (the Apolegeticum, 
dated to 197 C.E.) or vice versa.  Others have also now questioned whether the terminus ante quem 
assigned to Minucius’ writing, based on the appearance of the Octavius in passages in Cyprian (died 258 
C.E), remains valid or whether these passages of Cyprian are, in fact, forgeries.  For these issues, see 
Carver 1978. 
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obfuscates contemporary social and culture evidence that often blurs these rigid lines.3 

Identities, after all, are never quite as fixed as they may seem; aspects of them can be advertised, 

managed or subverted.4 Furthermore, the text fashions an image of a single Christianity, unified 

in its theology, without calling attention to the multiple brands of the religion practiced 

throughout the empire.5 Lastly but no less worthy of mention is the noticeable absence of any 

Jewish character, an elder from the Ostian Jewish community, for instance, whose synagogue 

was located just down the shore from the purported setting of the dialogue (Figure 0.1).  

Indeed, Jewish “disengagement” from contemporary society, especially in Late Antiquity, is 

often a difficult proposition to sustain.6  In this narrative of Christian triumph, however, the 

Jews, although alluded to, are not permitted to speak for themselves.7 

 With so many issues accumulating, like hardened layers of ash or soil, around the text, 

one may wonder why I have chosen to begin my investigation with an artifact that demands 

such careful handling, cleaning and brushing.  In fact, I selected this quotation for two reasons.  

First, it speaks to a theme of the present study: namely, that we, too, like the characters of the 

dialogue, may profit from a journey to Late Roman Ostia, in particular, by analyzing the 

epigraphic, sculptural and architectural evidence from the town’s traditional sanctuaries, 

foregrounding the classical past in order to gain a more nuanced picture of transformation and 

change in this Late Antique town.  Second, the interpretative issues that permeate a text like the 

Octavius illuminate the present methodology, as well.  Despite excavations that took place 

decades, sometimes centuries ago, the body of evidence under consideration is not as well-

explored as previously thought.  In fact, just like the social and cultural issues that can cloud the 

interpretation of a literary text, here it is the historiographical record, built up over time, that 

has often obscured a clearer image of Late Antique urban Ostia.  It is precisely this process, a 

                                                                            
3 For example, Salzman 1990, Cameron 1999, and Mathews 2003; discussion to follow. 
4 Goffman 1963; see also Yoshino 2006; further discussion below.  For a discussion of identities in Late 
Antiquity, see Miles 1999, as well as Frakes and Digeser (eds.) 2006. 
5 Brown 2003. 
6 Rutgers 1992; see also Brandt 2004. 
7 Wharton 2000. 
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careful sifting of the excavation records, that plays a second although no less important part in 

my study. 

 
 Preliminary Remarks (2): From Background to Foreground 

 Minucius Felix’s scene along the seashore has other features that dovetail with the 

scope and aims of my study, as well; but these characteristics do not come from the foreground 

of his picture.  I have not chosen Ostia as a lens through which to refine our understanding of 

patristic writers, or of any other “father of the church”; nor do I intend to find any philosophical 

thread that will contribute to Christian theological debate, as the characters in the dialogue are 

so concerned.  The fragmentary nature of the material evidence prohibits these kinds of larger 

claims, but it does not rule out historical scrutiny.  Instead, I will shift the focus of my analysis 

from figures who have traditionally dominated the narrative of late ancient Christianity in favor 

of those people, usually anonymous, who have often existed in the background of these 

sketches.  In the scene from Minucius already quoted, for example, it is the children playing 

games who become symbols of this kind of broader historical investigation.  Nameless and 

relegated here to the margins of Minucius’ story, these secondary characters, as Cornelia Horn 

has shown, are, nonetheless, engaging in a standard type of social ritual, game playing, through 

which they will recognize their future roles as adults in the changing Late Antique world.8  

Horn’s essay, in fact, is but one contribution to a larger volume on late ancient Christianity, 

edited by Virginia Burrus, that attempts both to widen and deepen our knowledge of the period 

by turning attention away from hierarchical, ecclesiastical or theological models to life on a 

more local level.9 The material remains from Late Antique Ostia ask for interpretation on a 

similar scale. 

 Of course, as with any change in perspective, moving the background of the picture to 

the foreground can also produce a variety of distortions.  The study of “Christianization” of 

Late Antique urban spaces, for example, is fraught with these types of potential distortions, as I 

                                                                            
8 Horn 2005, 97. 
9 Burrus and Lyman 2005, 1-4. 
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will examine in more detail later.  For now, I offer one final example, drawn from a 20th c. 

painting, to illustrate some of the hazards that arise when scholars, consciously or 

unconsciously, privilege the object of their study at the expense of its historical context.  The 

example is a 1915 painting, Piazza d’Italia, by the Greco-Italian artist Giorgio de Chirico 

(Figure 0.2), whose wife, Raissa Gourevich, later became the foremost expert on Ostian 

statuary during her lifetime.  Today, most scholars know her by the surname of her second 

husband, the Ostian excavator Guido Calza.  To a student of the High Roman Empire, who is 

aware of the prosperity of the 2nd c. C.E., de Chirico’s Piazza d’Italia, an empty town square, 

shrouded in shadows, cast from an unseen light source, suggests the complexity of urban life in 

Late Antiquity.  Are these abandoned cities, desolate urban centers with only clusters of people, 

fleeing from the encroaching shadows? Or is this reading of the picture more fanciful than 

factual? Fragments of classicism, like the marble statue at the center of the Italianate piazza, are 

scattered throughout the urban landscape, like relics of a previous era.  Yet the city is not 

entirely static.  Smoke billows from a steam engine locomotive, entering the picture from the 

right.  To me, this train is a powerful image, symbolizing, in a way, the arrival of Christianity in 

towns throughout the ancient Mediterranean.  How loud was the blast from this engine? How 

pervasively did it echo within the town walls? To be sure, the evidence for development, 

stagnation or decline in Late Antique cities is as varied as the places under study; and I will 

consider some of this research in a moment.  At present, however, the image of the train is a 

useful focal point for discussing the methodological issues involved in the study of 

“Christianization,” in particular, as it relates to the study of Christian art and architecture during 

the last century.   

 It is important to point out that the study of Ostia’s transformation from ancient 

Roman harbor city to fortified Medieval town has not always been a focus of archaeological 

inquiry at the site.  Here, too, de Chirico’s train offers a fitting symbol with which to illustrate 

the impact of an early period of the town’s excavation, the campaigns of the Fascist Era.  In this 

respect, the train symbolizes the arrival of the Roma-Ostia railway, constructed during the 

1920s.  Undertaken at the behest of Benito Mussolini, who desired to strengthen the 
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connection between the modern capital and its ancient past, this project was contemporaneous 

with the excavation of some of Ostia’s important monuments, work that was driven by its own 

set of assumptions about Roman history, in particular, the glory of Rome’s Republican and 

Imperial past.  It was precisely Mussolini and the fascist ideology of the 1920s and ‘30s which 

may have influenced the interpretations assigned to the Ostian evidence at the time, such as the 

discovery of the town’s Republican “Temple of Hercules.” Nor is it hardly coincidental, I think, 

that little Late Antique evidence remains from these early excavations.  According to 

Mussolini’s polemical view of history, Christianity had not truly arrived in Rome until the 

powerful Renaissance and Baroque popes established their own architectural and urban imprint 

on the face of the ancient city.  In the eyes of il Duce, it was these two clearly defined cultures, 

ancient “pagan” Rome, on the one hand, and papal “Christian” Rome, on the other, that had 

bequeathed their legacies to “una Terza Roma,” a third Rome, the capital of a united Italy.10 

Naturally, a topic like “Christianization,” whether a short loud blast or the drawn-out 

overworked chugging of a steam engine, fell somewhere between these two polar opposites.  It 

was only much later that scholars returned to consider the effect of “Christianization” on the 

old Roman town. 

 Today, the study of this phenomenon is more widespread.  Still, a general interest in its 

effects has not dampened a critical reappraisal of the term.  As John Curran has written, the 

word “Christianization” remains problematic for several reasons.11 Most egregiously, for 

Curran, it implies Christian homogeneity during a time of theological dispute.12 Without 

abandoning it, Peter Brown understood this nuance, cautioning that accounts of 

Christianization are “at their most misleading when they speak of the process as if it were a 

single block, capable of a single comprehensive description.”13 Brown’s caveat acknowledged 

                                                                            
10 See Gentile 2007, 33-83. 
11 Curran 2000, 116-17. 
12 Generally, see Brown 2003, 12-14; for Christian diversity as expressed architecturally, see also Maier 
2005, as well as the discussion of competing sacred topographies in Elsner 2003, 72-5. 
13 Brown 1995, Introduction. 
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that Christianization was a complex process.14 Its effects could vary across time and place.  Like 

Romanization before it or globalization today, it was a social and cultural phenomenon driven 

as much by outward push as by receptive pull.15 According to Jaś Elsner, who practiced a similar 

approach to the study of Late Antique art and architecture, these types of processes all “shared 

the principal concern of transforming identity (individual and collective) by fusing traditional 

and local concerns with a centripetal sense of belonging to a larger whole.”16 Yet in numerous 

treatments of the Late Roman Empire, including Ostia, contemporary scholars of material 

culture continue to use the word “Christianization” as an “umbrella term” to describe, where 

securely identifiable, the construction and appearance of Christian buildings and Christian 

iconography in an urban environment.  In fact, these types of approaches often produce nothing 

more than a list or catalogue of Christian sites with limited regard for their social and cultural 

context.  In this respect, de Chirico’s painting becomes a helpful representation of the older 

historiographical model.  By focusing exclusively on the background of the picture, earlier 

investigations have privileged the arrival of the train at the expense of the larger picture.  As a 

result of this shift, the processes by which change came about have often remained hidden in 

the distorted setting.  Thus, Caecilius’ plea to “[l]ook to the temples” resonates again; and it is 

for that reason, too, that I have situated these buildings in the foreground of my discussion — 

not to suggest that religious architecture was at the center of Late Roman life but rather to gain 

a proper perspective on Ostia’s Late Antique transformation. 

   

 Late Antique Cities: A Survey of Recent Work 

                                                                            
14 Curran claims that the word “‘Christianization’ can suggest a systematic and inexorable transformation 
of the landscape of the city,” but he paints with too broad a brush.  Christianization did affect city 
landscapes; and in some cases, imperial benefaction of Christian monuments did, indeed, follow a 
“systematic” plan (see Bassett 2004, for example).  Few would argue, however, that this process was 
inevitable or “inexorable” (Curran 2000, 117). 
15 “Conversion by coercion” is an excellent example of this two-way dynamic in Late Antiquity 
(MacMullen 1984, 86-101).  See also Woolf 2005, 106-12; and MacMullen 2000 (on the topic of 
Romanization) and Friedman 2000 (on globalization).  
16 Elsner 1998, 138-43; see also Trombley 1993 and MacMullen 1984, 1-9. 
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 Perhaps in an effort to circumvent the methodological hazards and limits of 

investigating “Christianization,” an interest in the broader trends of Late Antique city spaces 

and suburban territories is now widespread.  Also important is the diverse nature of the 

evidence and approaches brought to bear in addressing these questions.  In some cases, scholars 

have chosen to limit their analysis and conclusions to a specific geographical region.  In the 

towns of Italy, Spain and Gaul, J. B. Ward-Perkins and Kim Bowes, respectively, have discussed 

downward economic trends in urban living during the 4th, 5th and 6th c.17 Rome itself has 

provided a complex tapestry of art, architecture, and epigraphy for Late Antique scholars to 

unravel, interpreting the ways the old capital forged a new identity in the absence of the 

imperial household.18  Meanwhile, in Constantinople, imperial benefaction, urban planning and 

sculptural spoliation augmented the stature of the “new Rome” through Justinian.19 A similar 

picture of urban investment emerges from a survey of cities throughout the eastern empire.  W. 

Bowden notes a resurgence of monumental architecture in Epirus (mainland Greece) during 

the 5th and 6th c.; and the epigraphic and sculptural records from Aphrodisias in modern 

Turkey portray a lively city center, as well.20 Likewise, throughout the cities of Late Roman 

North Africa, epigraphic and, in particular, ceramic evidence has helped to identify areas of 

continued vitality.21 My study follows this model of sustained investigation of one city.22 

 Other scholars have cast a wider geographical net, selecting two or three cities from 

different regions in order to analyze the variety of changes occurring throughout the Late 

Antique world.  Richard Krautheimer exemplifies this approach with his short survey of Milan, 

Rome and Constantinople.23 Recent work has built on this comparative model.  Franz Alto 

Bauer, for example, has explicated both the role of the senatorial families and the imperial 

                                                                            
17 Lavan (ed.) 2001; see also Ward-Perkins 1984, as well as the collection by Bowes and Kulikowski (eds.) 
2005.  In particular, “‘Une coterie espagnole pieuse’: Christian archaeology and Christian communities in 
Fourth- and Fifth-Century Hispania,” by Bowes, 189-258.  Earlier work includes Liebeschuetz 1972. 
18 For example, Harris and Arce (eds.) 1999; see also the volume ActaAArtHist 17, 2003. 
19 Bassett 2004. 
20 Bowden 2001; see also Roueché and Reynolds 1989, and Smith 1999. 
21 Lepelley 1991. 
22 See also Franz 1998 and 1965 (Athens). 
23 Krautheimer 1984. 



  
8 

household in his examination of Rome and Constantinople.24 Moving away from these 

historically towering cities, Beat Brenk and Annabel Wharton have sharpened our awareness of 

religious, social and architectural developments in other towns around the Mediterranean, from 

Jerash (modern Jordan) to Tróia de Setubal (modern Portugal).25 Although my own study does 

not treat a second city in equal depth, nevertheless, where appropriate, I, too, have engaged 

with some of these larger issues as they appeared in both east and west.  For example, Ostia’s 

attitude towards its ancient statuary; the role of local martyr stories in creating an alternative 

sense of civic identity; and the effect of ritual time, whether traditional Roman or Christian, on 

civic space are three such points of engagement, connecting this present study to trends 

observed in Constantinople, Egypt, Gaul and elsewhere.26 

 

 Late Antique Ostia and Portus: A Review of Scholarship  

 The twin towns of Rome’s harbor environment, Ostia and Portus, flickered in the 

nighttime as two lights, or eyes, to approaching sailors, at least according to Cassiodorus, who 

describes them in the 6th c.27 At that point, they both remained “very distinguished cities.” The 

Tabula Peutingeriana (Figure 0.3), however, a Renaissance manuscript based on a drawing of a 

mid 4th c. map, may reveal a more nuanced image of the Late Antique harbor.  Among its 

fragments, the map accords a prominent iconographic status to the 4th c. capitals, Rome, 

Constantinople, and Antioch.  Based on this fact, 19th c. scholars were the first to conjecture 

the map had been derived from a 4th c. original, no longer extant.28 In the section shown here, 

the representation of Portus dominates the drawing of the Roman coast, dwarfing Ostia 

(Hostia), depicted at right.  Constantine had annexed Portus from Ostia at the start of the 4th 

c., giving the new city administrative control over its own affairs; and scholars have often been 

                                                                            
24 Bauer 1996. 
25 Brenk 2003 (Portugal); see also Wharton 1995 (Jordan). 
26 For example, Bowden, Lavan and Machado (eds.) 2004; see also Bisconti and Mazzoleni 2005 (on 
martyrdom), as well as Stewart 1999 (on statuary). 
27 “duo quippe Tiberini alvei meatus ornatissimas civitates tamquam duo lumina susceperunt, ne vacaret 
a gratia quod tantae urbi ministrabat expensas,” Cass. Variae, 1.7.9; see also O’Donnell 1979a. 
28 Descoeurdres 2005, 77. 
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eager to embrace the drawing’s hierarchy of scale as a visual clue, suggesting that the vibrant 

economic system that benefited Ostia in the High Empire had shifted its base to the north.  

Ludovico Paschetto, who crafted the first historical narrative of Rome’s harbor in 1912, 

attributed Ostia’s fall to Portus’ correspondingly rapid rise.29 Limited, in part, by the nascent 

archaeological evidence available at the time, Paschetto viewed life in Late Roman Ostia 

through the lens of the Peutinger map.  According to his reading of the evidence, Late Antique 

Ostia’s only remaining distinction was the town’s small dwellings and pitched roofs.  

Cassiodorus may have called these twin harbor towns Rome’s eyes; but for Paschetto and 

others, the imperial capital had a bad case of cataracts — and Ostia was the source of the 

weakness.  In effect, by locating the moment of this deterioration in the 4th, not the 6th c., as 

Carlo Fea had already conjectured, Paschetto’s narrative alone miscalculated Ostia’s decline 

and fall by nearly one hundred and fifty years.30 

 Like a good pair of glasses, the organization, execution and documentation of fieldwork 

at Ostia Antica throughout the 20th c. has now corrected the “imbalanced” vision of Rome’s 

eyes.  I will survey this work in a moment.  Paschetto’s interpretation of the Peutinger map and 

his subsequent diagnosis, however, demand a quick second look. Originally measuring 

approximately 7.5 m in length, the Tabula Peutingeriana is currently preserved in eleven 

sections, each approximately 62 cm long by 30 cm wide.31 Those who use isolated segments of 

the map as journalistic sketches of 4th c. reality risk blurring rather than clarifying the historical 

picture.  For instance, in the segment of the map excerpted already, the iconography of Portus, 

with its semicircular harbor front, bears more similarity to architectural representations of 

Claudius’ harbor than it does to the hexagonal footprint that defined the later Roman port.  

Moreover, the section of the map depicting the Bay of Naples, allegedly as it was on the original 

4th c. copy, features the vanished towns of Pompeii and Stabiae, each marked with the same 

                                                                            
29 Paschetto 1912; see also Vaglieri 1914. 
30 “Fatte diligenti ricerche sulla qualità dell rovine... mi sembra poterne dedurre che l’antica Ostia fosse 
mezzo abbandonata, o rovinata in tempi ancora alti, vale a dire nel V e VI secolo dell’era cristiana,” Fea 
ibid. 23-4. 
31 Descoeudres 2005, 77; see also “Maps,” Bowersock 2006, 1-29. 



  
10 

double-pitched roof that symbolizes the city of Ostia (Figure 0.4).  Based on these features of 

the drawing, which are inconsistent with a 4th c. date, J. P. Descoeudres has now concluded that 

the Tabula Peutingeriana may, in fact, preserve traces of an earlier Roman map.  It follows, as a 

result, that the tiny houses of Ostia and the enormity of her neighbor to the north may 

contribute little to our understanding of life on the ground in any specific period of antiquity.      

 For a view of life in these two Roman towns, the material remains are of primary 

importance.  Further, given the central role of modern scholars in shaping the story of Late 

Antique Ostia, it will be beneficial now to recount the stages of its discovery.  The first 

systematic excavation of the site occurred in the first decade of the 19th c., directed on behalf of 

Pius VII by Giuseppe Petrini.32 A plan drawn by Pietro Holl in 1804 makes clear that this 

research uncovered little more than the center of the town, the Capitolium, the Forum and 

surrounding structures (see CHAPTER ONE).  Continued papal excavations in the mid 19th c., 

such as those conducted by the Visconti family for Pius IX, broadened our knowledge of Ostia’s 

expansive reach into the surrounding territory, such as the Campus of Magna Mater and the so-

called “Palazzo Imperiale.”33 In 1870 the birth of the nation of Italy intervened.  Only in the first 

decades of the 20th c., under the leadership of Dante Vaglieri and others, did the streets and 

structures that formed the fabric of the urban setting begin to emerge, thereby stitching 

together a map of Roman Ostia.   

 As excavations expanded under Guido Calza and as both new and old data settled, the 

picture of a zero-sum game at Rome’s harbor, as once imagined between ancient Ostia and 

Portus, gradually changed.  In the 1930s Mussolini, eager to retrieve elements of Rome’s past 

for his own political gains, invested the excavations at Ostia with a new urgency.34 A catalogue 

of inscriptions from Isola Sacra and Portus, supplementing the Ostian corpus already compiled, 

soon increased the volume of material available for constructing an image of the Roman 

                                                                            
32 “un giovane erudito nell’antiquaria, e in altri studi, e pratico sopra tutto dell’arte di scavare,” Fea 
1802, 6. 
33 See Spurza 1999. 
34 Calza 1938. 
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harbor.35 In the decade after the Second World War, the first volume of the Scavi di Ostia series 

appeared, replete with a diachronic analysis of the town and, among other data, a catalogue of 

buildings and their remodeling, classified by Roman epoch.36 A monumental presentation of 

decades of earlier work, the publication immediately inspired further work on all aspects of the 

Roman town.  Three of these are particularly relevant here.  First, by analyzing and then 

arranging the architecture and the corresponding building repairs in chronological order, the 

editors revealed an important feature of the Late Antique town.  Not only were civic structures 

like town baths repaired; but at some point in the 3rd c. C.E., domestic trends in the working 

class harbor had changed, introducing an entirely new cityscape of luxury houses.37 

Consequently, the study of these wealthy residences raised the prospect of reevaluating the Late 

Antique narrative of decline at Rome’s harbor.  Second, by exposing traces of Christian symbols 

and possibly Christian buildings scattered throughout the town, it provided a new lens through 

which to study the town’s transformation.  A topographical analysis of Christian sites, 

complemented with a presentation of Christian literary sources, like martyr stories, now offered 

new evidence that counterbalanced Paschetto’s earlier thesis of rapid decline.38 Consequently, 

although logistics of shipping and trade may have indeed shifted towards Portus, “the two eyes,” 

P. A. Février suggested, had retained traces of their symbiotic relationship that had been 

operative since the time of Claudius.  Third, the range of Ostian material now required a grand 

synthesis.  Russell Meiggs soon obliged, magisterially, with his first edition of Roman Ostia in 

1960.  Meiggs’ study offered a comprehensive presentation of Ostia’s local government, its 

preeminent families and its importance for the study of daily life in the Late Republican, Early 

and High Roman Empire.39 Even now, the value of Meiggs’ monograph continues to lie in its 

breadth. 

                                                                            
35 Thylander 1952. 
36 Becatti, Gismondi et al. 1954 [= SdO 1]. 
37 In particular, see Becatti 1969. 
38 Février 1958. 
39 Meiggs2 1973; see also Pavolini 1986. 
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 At present, research on Rome’s harbors has continued to pursue these and other areas 

of investigation relevant to the Late Antique world.40 Lidia Paroli, Stefano Coccia and others are 

now publishing archaeological evidence that documents this period of Portus’ growth.41 By 

measuring and comparing bricks and mortar from a variety of architectural samples both at 

Rome and at Ostia, Teodora Heres, for example, has refined a chronology of Late Antique 

architecture in the Western Empire.  Revealing the continued vitality of construction, Heres’ 

study has inspired more detailed treatments of individual building projects.42 The analysis of 

Ostia’s Late Antique houses, in particular, has brought to light patterns of patronage and 

demonstrated how the enactment of social ritual continued to play a central role in elite self-

presentation, a phenomenon exhibited in other cities throughout the empire with elite 

residences.43 Axel Gering has now helped to broaden this picture of urban vitality by 

recognizing the continued upkeep of Ostia’s public plazas and porticoes from the late 3rd 

through the 5th c.44 Additionally, there has been renewed interest in the details of the late 

western economy, as refracted through the 4th c. mint in the town, the proliferation and 

popularity of African ceramics at the site, and examination of the use and reuse of marble.45 

Meanwhile, as our territorial understanding of Ostia expands, newly discovered monuments 

like the harbor temple of Castor and Pollux or of the extra urban funerary basilica at Pianabella 

have begun to revise our image of the urban dynamic and how it spread into the surrounding 

territory.46 The construction of this latter monument and other extra urban Christian buildings, 

                                                                            
40 Claridge and Gallina Zevi (eds.) 1996. 
41 Paroli 1993; see also Coccia 1996, and Keay et al. 2005. 
42 Heres 1982.  Similarly, see Hermansen’s explication (1982) of change in Late Republican and Imperial 
insulae. 
43 Tione 1999; see also Ellis 1991; Hirschfeld 1999; Guidobaldi 1986 and 2001b; S. L. Hansen 1997, and 
Muntasser 2003. 
44 Gering 2004, 308-09. 
45 Calabria 2001 (the mint); see also Ceci 2001, as well as Hermann and van den Hoek 2003, and Pavolini 
1996 (ceramics); and Pensabene 1996 (marble). This last field of research intersects with the prominent 
use of spoils in Late Antique building projects, where reused stones are often suggestive of aesthetic 
concerns, in addition to possible economic ones.  On this issue in general, see Alchermes 1994, Saradi-
Mendelovici 1990, Coates-Stephens 2002, M. F. Hansen 2003, and Kinney 1997. 
46 Heinzelmann and Martin 2002; see also Paroli 1999a. 
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combined with a tradition of local martyr stories, parallels developments witnessed in places 

such as Alexandria, Egypt, or Vienne and Lyon (modern France).47 

 

 

 Religions of Ostia 

 From the moment Pietro Holl used pen and ink to draw the outline of a grand podium 

on his map to the time when the synagogue was accidentally discovered, the pieces of Ostia’s 

religious landscape have frequently seemed part of a childhood game, a covered puzzle, whose 

enigmatic picture becomes clearer only as fragments of the obstructing layer are taken away.  

Thus, from the excavation of 1805 to the electromagnetic surveys of the present day, Ostia’s 

religions — traditional, Mithraic, Isic, imperial cult practices, Christian, Jewish, and so on — 

have attracted scholarly interest.  Furthermore, in the same way that the fields of Roman 

religion, Hellenistic Judaism, or early Christian studies have changed over the years, scholars 

working with the Ostian evidence have also modified their methods.  This section charts the 

local situation against this broader historiographical backdrop and, in the process, attempts to 

define one of the more complicated terms of the present debate, “religion.” 

 In the same year that Paschetto published his extensive survey of Ostia’s rise and fall, 

Lily Ross Taylor published a short monograph entitled The Cults of Ostia.48  Contemporary 

with Georg Wissowa’s social and cultural analysis of religion in Rome, Taylor’s work was the 

first of its kind to treat the subject of religion at Rome’s harbor.49 Although Paschetto and 

others had incorporated the study of the town’s cults into their broader analysis of Ostia’s 

topography and historical growth, Taylor placed the literary and material evidence at the center 

of her discussion.  Methodically cataloguing all of Ostia’s gods and goddesses, she presented her 

evidence cult by cult, from Vulcan to Liber Pater to the Syrian import Maiumas.  In doing so, 

not only did she establish a valuable reference work for the historical development of each of 

                                                                            
47 Frankfurter 2005 (Egypt); see also Harries 1992 (France).  More broadly, see Gauthier 1999. 
48 Taylor 1912. 
49 Wissowa 1912. 



  
14 

these cults at Ostia but she also presented the data without any corresponding speculation 

about the town’s decline and fall.  This taciturnity, whether intentional or not, is an important 

contribution of her work.   

 Nearly a century earlier, in 1813, a London printing press had produced the second 

edition of Edward Gibbon’s six-volume reflection, The History of the Decline and Fall of the 

Roman Empire (originally published 1776-88).  Attributing the decline of the western empire, in 

part, to the growth of Christianity and its theological belief in a better world to come, Gibbon’s 

magnum opus had highlighted the broader role of religious belief in the empire’s collapse.  

According to Gibbon, for example, proliferating ideas about an afterlife had the pernicious 

effect of discouraging investment in urban upkeep and beneficial social services.50 Conversely, 

the prohibition against traditional religious practices like sacrifice and the taking of auspices 

excised from Roman culture the aspects of common civic identity that had held it together.  On 

this latter point, Gibbon’s analysis of the civic nature of Roman religion has withstood the test 

of time and been reconfirmed by current scholarship.51 It is Gibbon’s former thesis about the 

effects of Christian afterlife and its causal relationship to imperial decline that remains largely 

unpersuasive, based on theological and anthropological generalities.  Taylor, on the other hand, 

avoided direct engagement with nebulous questions of “belief” or “faith,” especially in the Late 

Antique period.  As a result, her study foreshadowed a sociological and anthropological 

approach that views religion — Roman, Christian, Hindu or other — as a “cultural system,” 

one whose signs and “symbols” are the primary focus of analysis, not the nature or extent of 

belief.52 Today, that definition of “religion” operates throughout the field of classical studies, 

and it is one I have adopted here.53  

                                                                            
50 Gibbon 4.38. 
51 For example, Beard, North and Price 1998; and Bellah 1967. 
52 Taylor’s discussion of new, imported cults offers a nice encapsulation of her method. “As the 
worshipers of these cults grew in position and in wealth, they also leant dignity to the religions which 
they fostered” (Taylor 1912, 98).  This emphasis on “position,” “wealth,” and “dignity” — that is, on 
social and cultural aspects of religious practice as measured by epigraphic, dedicatory or architectural 
evidence — foreshadows Geertz’s more systematic definition of religion as a “cultural system.” Thus, for 
Geertz “a religion is (1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive and long-
lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and 
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 Since the middle of the 20th c., other dimensions of Ostia’s cultic landscape have been 

the object of specialized studies.  In the early 1950s, Giovanni Becatti, mining a rich body of 

artistic, archaeological and architectural evidence, was the first to examine the cult of Mithras at 

the Roman harbor.  Approximately a decade later, Maria Floriani Squarciapino published I culti 

orientali ad Ostia, in which she supplemented the material from Becatti’s study with evidence 

for worship of Isis, Serapis, Cybele, Attis and other so-called “eastern” religions.54  Employing 

the term “orientalism,” Squarciapino was following the footsteps of Franz Cumont, who had 

earlier framed the topic with this divisive terminology, implying a qualitative, often inferior, 

difference between the Greco-Roman West and the “more extravagant” East.55 Contemporary 

scholarship now eschews the former term, wary of its implicit value judgments but also more 

cognizant of Roman adaptation and outright invention in rituals and practices devoted to 

Mithras, Isis and Cybele.56 For example, in his foundational study of Roman art, Otto Brendel 

was one of the first to challenge the usefulness of these kinds of geographic and cultural 

distinctions, pointing out the cultural eclecticism that pervades Roman material culture from its 

origins.57 In other fields of study, too, scholars have marshaled evidence that blunts the 

effectiveness of geographic labels.  The magnitude of Isis inscriptions offered for the health of 

the imperial family, for instance, has demonstrated how people throughout the empire used the 

Egyptian-born cult to express their Roman identity.58 In spite of these anachronisms, 

Squarciapino’s collection of material documenting the worship of non-Olympian cults at Ostia 

remains a helpful complement to the earlier surveys, even if her actual analysis itself is slim.    

 Subsequent research, however, has now filled that void, treating subjects such as 

Mithraism’s parallels with contemporary Christian ideas of initiation, social hierarchy, and hope 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
(4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem 
uniquely realistic” (Geertz 1973, 90). 
53 Rüpke 2004; see also Price 1984.  However, see Nongbri (2008), who has questioned the use of term 
itself, especially in ancient studies. 
54 Becatti 1954; see also Squarciapino 1962. 
55 Cumont 1911, 20-45. 
56 Beard, North and Price ibid., 279-80; see also Roller 1999, 263-85, and Romano 2005b (Mithras). 
57 Brendel 1979, 38-68; Wharton identifies the strains of nationalism and racism that have influenced 
broader “East-West” art historical debates (1995, 3-12). 
58 Tackas 1992; discussion to follow. 
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of rebirth.59 Roger Beck’s recent work, which considers the entire corpus of Mithraic material 

from across the Mediterranean, offers an exegesis of the cult’s cosmological or soteriological 

symbols in light of the followers that produced them.60 Rather than attempt a definitive 

reconstruction of either Mithraic theology or the Mithraic mysteries into which Romans were 

initiated — two 20th c. endeavors Beck deemed to have reached a dead end — he adopted a 

different approach.  Specifically, Beck uses the visible signs of Mithraic worship, including the 

cult’s cave-like gathering places and the use of astrological symbolism therein, to explicate 

themes of rebirth, renewal and invincibility that pervaded the worship of Mithras.  Other 

scholars have often taken a more limited approach to the study of Mithras, narrowing their 

investigations to specific chronological, typological or regional questions.  In his analysis of 1st 

through 4th c. religious building practices, L. Michael White identified architectural 

transformation and adaptation in Mithraea, synagogues, and early Christian house churches.  

His work suggests that social factors like a wealthy patron or an abandoned adjoining structure 

played as much a role in asserting urban identity as a group’s theological concerns.61 Finally, the 

work of Jan Theo Bakker deserves mention in this context, as well.  Limiting himself specifically 

to Ostian evidence from the High and Late Empire, Bakker summarized the chronological 

evidence from the town’s cult of Mithras, whose seventeen shrines, scattered throughout the 

Roman harbor, date from the middle of the 3rd to the middle of the 4th c. C.E.  Like collegial 

devotional spaces, household altars, and the small interior shrines that frequently adjoined 

workshops, Mithraic spaces, as Bakker demonstrates, were yet another example of Roman 

religion practiced away from the imposing shadows of the town’s temples, on a daily level and 

on a smaller scale.62 It is primarily due to Bakker’s efforts to locate the cult of Mithras in its 

                                                                            
59 Martin 1989; see also Laeuchli (ed.) 1967. 
60 Beck 2006, 1-15; for his observation that scholarly interpretation of Mithras has reached “something of 
a dead end at the turn of the twentieth and twenty-first [centuries],” see ibid., 39. 
61 White 1990, 140-48. 
62 For similar investigations into the collegial setting of traditional Roman religious shrines, or sacella, 
see also Steuernagel 2001.  The earliest Mithraic evidence dates from the Mithraeum of the Animals 
(6.2.11); the latest, from the Mithraeum of Felicissimus (5.9.1.) and the Mithraeum of the Planta Pedis 
(3.17.2).  Both of these latter date to the mid 3rd c. (Bakker 1994, 111-17); see also the earlier, broader 
study by Orr 1978. 
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neighborhood settings and within the context of other local, domestic cult practices at Ostia 

that I have chosen to omit Mithras from my own study. 

 

 The ‘P’ Word 

“I suppose there’s nothing wrong with attempting, however erratically, to transform 
a word that has so long demeaned us.  What’s troubling is the lack of imagination 
such attempts seem to suggest. … Our modern vocabularies, unlike the empty 
larders of slaves, are well stocked.” 

 
  — The ‘N’ Word: Who Should Use It, Who Shouldn’t, and Why by 
 Jabari Asim (Houghton Mifflin 2007, page 231). 
 

 Whether they worshipped Jupiter or Hercules, Isis or Attis, it is the followers of this 

expansive and diverse pantheon who occupy the foreground of my investigation and whom I 

will characterize  them as “traditionalist.”63 For two reasons I have deliberately eschewed all 

reference to “pagans” and “paganism” in this study.  First, as abrasive words wielded by 

confrontational Christians eager to assert the backward nature of their neighbors who refused 

to convert to the new religion, these terms functioned as quick and easy slurs for a minority that 

disapproved of mainstream culture, particularly during the 4th c.64 James O’Donnell is 

particularly insightful when he explores the 4th c. social ramifications of branding a member of 

the senatorial elite with an adjective once used to describe rustic simpletons.65 After all, during 

this period of one hundred years, Christianity’s ascendancy was far from predetermined.  In 

                                                                            
63 I do not deny that aspects of Roman religion could appear odd or disturbing to the society at large; 
Cybele’s castrated priests, the Galli, are a well-known example. The means by which non-Roman cults 
were brought to the capital also ensured a constant supply of new names and rituals.  Modern scholars 
often describe this process as evocatio, according to two passages in the ancient textual sources which 
purport to describe the regularity of the practice (Livy 5.21.2-3 and Macr. Sat. 3.9.6).  Clifford Ando, 
however, has recently drawn attention to our limited knowledge of this putative practice and suggested 
that we might not know as much about it as we assume; see “Evocatio in Practice, Evocatio in History,” 
in Ando 2008, 128-38.  Nevertheless, characterized by its pluralism, syncretism, and constant 
reinvention, Roman religious “tradition” was never entirely static. It is this multifaceted “traditional” 
social-cultural setting which was the background against which both Judaism and, later, various kinds of 
Christianity took hold.  For similar investigations into the collegial setting of traditional Roman religion, 
see also Steuernagel 2001. 
64 Most recently O’Donnell 2005, 182-90; for more detailed discussion, see also ibid. 1977, 165-68. 
65 O’Donnell 1979, 43. 
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CHAPTER TWO I will examine in greater chronological detail the ways social historians now read 

this dramatic period of change.  By adopting the language of the victors to describe the 

intricacies of this debate, however, scholars have perpetuated a historical narrative in which the 

“true religion” of Christianity triumphs and flourishes while its resistors, like obsolete dinosaurs, 

become extinct.66 The continued, casual usage of “pagan,” even in self-conscious attempts to 

appropriate the term and strip it of its malicious connotations, as other social groups have often 

done with slurs hurled at them, thus preserves an implicit acceptance of the social stigma once 

attached to the harmful name.  In this respect, I agree with the cultural criticism of Jabari Asim, 

quoted above: that an excessive faith in the gradual, transforming effect of word appropriation 

too often substitutes for our own lack of imagination.  

 The second reason I have avoided using the word “pagan” is a result of the first.  From 

the outset of this study, I did not want to explore the facets of Ostia’s urban environment by 

limiting myself to a simple, dichotomous frame of reference.  Although I do summon 

hagiographic texts to analyze aspects of the Christian community at Ostia, this investigation 

draws largely upon the town’s epigraphic, sculptural, architectural and other material remains to 

characterize Ostia’s Late Antique social and cultural dynamic. Labels like “pagan” or “Christian” 

obscure, rather than elucidate, the breadth of significance that even one small object can 

contain in its specific social environment.  For example, mosaic depictions such as cups and fish, 

once interpreted as proof of Ostia’s Christian residents, have now been shown to be more 

polysemous than once believed.67  Like the fish platter served to Aeneas in the illuminated 

Roman Vergil and the cups that Dido summoned on her guests’ behalf, Ostia mosaics use similar 

generic symbols to convey an ethos of wealth and power.68 These are images befitting the 

patrons who commissioned them; but they say little, if anything, about the religious identities of 

the people in the house.  An examination of two Ostian rings further demonstrates the hazards 

of eager inference.  On their faces, the bronze rings are etched with the Christian chi-rho sign 

                                                                            
66 For helpful introduction to this early scholarship, see Lim 1999. 
67 Squarciapino 1979; see also Brenk 2003, 263-64. 
68 Weitzmann 1977, 57 and Plate 13 (Roman Vergil). 



  
19 

(Figure 0.5).  These date perhaps to the 4th or 5th c.69 On a quick glance, for those tabulating 

the “pagan” and “Christian” members of the Roman empire, one may be tempted to place the 

wearers, or owners, of these pieces in the “Christian” column.70 Yet there are reasons to 

question this conclusion. 

The period of the 3rd, 4th and 5th c., during which Christianity advanced from an 

illegal practice to the official religion of the Roman Empire, was characterized by tremendous 

fluidity as the wider population took account of this spreading cultural phenomenon.  Thus, in 

earlier centuries, a “Christian identity” had often portended persecution; in the later centuries, 

imperial legislation aimed to root out “pagans” and “heretics.” As Peter Brown first pointed out 

several decades ago, however, none of this legislation in and of itself explains the growing 

Christian transformation of Rome’s social milieu during the same time period.71 To investigate 

that trend, Brown studied social factors like marriage and family relations among the Roman 

senatorial class to account, in part, for some of the overlooked ways in which Christianity had 

spread throughout the Western capital.  In particular, he pointed to the large presence of 

aristocratic Christian women among households with (ostensibly) non-Christian men and 

suggested it was the females of the family who had provided the impetus for conversion to 

“respectable Christianity” during the 4th c.72 While such a theory may be valid in general terms, 

A. Yarbrough has subsequently modified this picture.  She noted that our evidence for and 

characterization of these conversions is largely drawn from Jerome, who used these examples of 

aristocratic women to construct and support his own image of a proper Christian ascetic.  As a 

result, Yarbrough suggests, it is highly unlikely these women, all of whom had forfeited their 

substantial inheritances, became the paradigmatic model of conversion for their upper-class 

male family and friends.73 K. Cooper has taken a slightly different approach, proposing that the 

                                                                            
69 Archivio Fotografico, Ostia Neg. D. 128; see also Neg. E 27276.  The rings are Mus. Ost. inv. 4134-4135. 
70 See Salzmann 2002; see also Barnes 1995, and von Haehling 1978. 
71 Brown 1972, 164 [= Brown “Aspects of the Christianization of the Roman Aristocracy,” in JRS 51 (1961), 
1-11]. 
72 I endorse Brown’s observation that the nature of the evidence has left us with only the  “‘tone’ of 
[these] religious transformation[s]…rather than with any independent, statistical, solution of the problem 
[of Christianization itself] (Brown ibid., 171); in this respect, however, see Salzman 1989. 
73 Yarborough 1976 151-65. 
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stories and characterizations of these pious Christian women offer scant information relevant to 

the study of their alleged agency in converting male family members.  In fact, according to 

Cooper, modern accounts have often overlooked the ways in which the authors, Late Roman 

men, use these female examples to engage in a wider social debate about the merits of marriage, 

celibacy and the locus of authority in the Late Roman world.74 With regards to the present 

study, however, what all of these scholars have made clear is that Late Roman households were 

never monolithic entities, embracing one specific religious identity to the exclusion of another.  

Rather, they were dynamic social spheres where diverse religious affiliations frequently co-

existed alongside one another, sometimes within the same family tree.75  

When one situates this heterogeneous social environment against the backdrop of the 

4th c., it follows that at least some part of the 4th c. population was inevitably living with a 

corresponding “social stigma,” whether at the beginning of the century or the end, simply by 

virtue of whatever social norms were prevailing that decade or day.  This recognition has 

important implications for the study of material culture because it makes even a small object 

like a ring with a christogram much more multivalent than it may have first appeared.  According 

to the sociologist Erving Goffman, in the face of a cultural environment that encourages 

“identity norms,” minorities often find various ways to manage the social stigma that 

differentiates them from the culture at large.  For instance, a man or a woman can learn to create 

a social identity separate from that of the majority, simply by weighing whether “to display [the 

signs of his stigma] or not to display, to tell or not to tell, to let on or not to let on, and each in 

case, to whom, how, when, and where,” a form of identity management Goffman identifies as 

“passing.”76 As a result, I would suggest that we cannot read cultural signs as an unequivocal 

source of information for the reconstruction of social identity.  In fact, Goffman’s theoretical 

work suggests that a straightforward interpretation of the Ostian ring is nearly impossible.  

Inasmuch as we lack any supplemental archaeological, sociological or anthropological 

                                                                            
74 Cooper 1992, 155-64. 
75 See Clark 1986. 
76 Goffman 1963, 42 and 130.   
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information to determine why its wearer has chosen to display a Christian symbol, we cannot 

say that the Ostian ring belonged to a Christian.  It is a marker of Christianity, yes; but what 

exactly is it saying and to whom? In one set of circumstances, it could be a sign of solidarity with 

other persecuted Christians; and yet, at another time, it might have reflected the owner’s 

occasional presence in a room, at a gathering or dinner where it was socially beneficial to appear 

Christian.   

 The interpretative problems do not end at “passing.”  Some minorities do willingly 

admit a social stigma to their peer group, oftentimes demonstrating a willingness to embrace 

and display common characteristics of majority culture in order to make their own dissimilarity 

less obtrusive or more palatable to their social networks.  Goffman calls this form of identity 

management “covering.”77 Kenji Yoshino has recently reprised this definition to describe some 

of the processes by which minority Americans or immigrants “tone down a disfavored identity 

to fit into the mainstream [since] being deemed mainstream is still often a necessity of social 

life.”78 Yoshino provides a relevant illustration.  For a dark-skinned Egyptian Muslim, one who 

has immigrated to the States after September 11, 2001, to attend an American university, the 

idea of “passing” as a straight white Christian from middle-class America would be nearly 

impossible.  Still, he may feel anxious about his Muslim identity in the midst of his 

predominantly Christian peers.  With a keen eye for cultural signs, however, he soon discovers 

that by displaying the Stars and Stripes on his dorm room door, instead of the flag of his home 

country; or by wearing a New York Yankees baseball cap as he walks across campus, he can 

downplay the “foreign” elements of his own background so that social acceptance is more 

forthcoming.  On the soccer field or in the classroom, his new friends may still know that he is 

not an American citizen; but the power of the visual strategies that he has adopted may have, in 

part, softened the degree of difference between them. 

 To return to the present thesis, the display of a chi-rho on a small Ostian ring thus 

comes to us refracted, not reflected, through this murky, often irrevocably lost field of social 

                                                                            
77 ibid., 93, 102-03. 
78 Yoshino 2006, ix and 170. 



  
22 

context, making the search for “authentic identity” through material culture more complex than 

an easy dichotomy of terms might allow.  Contingent on the irretrievable belief of its wearer, the 

symbol stands to mean precisely the opposite of what it could mean: Is he or she a Christian? A 

self-identified “soldier of Christ,” ready to battle the host of those unwilling to convert?79 Was 

his or hers even a willing conversion? Or was it a coercive one, inspired by following the crowd 

rather than by depth of belief?80 Is the ring itself an attempt to pass as Christian? Or is its wearer 

“covering” an alternate identity, downplaying his or her minority status for a group of friends 

already “in the know”? Considering the range of interpretative possibilities, I am hesitant to 

infer anything at all about the owner’s “religious identity” and even less about the wearer’s 

religious affiliation or belief.  Likewise, the idea of walking the landscape of Late Antique Ostia 

and marking it with one of two labels seemed an extraordinarily limiting enterprise.   

  

 Traces of Christianity at Ostia: Problems and Approaches 

 Ostia’s explicitly Christian evidence, the earliest of which dates to the late 3rd or early 

4th c., now deserves introduction.  Beat Brenk, expanding upon Février’s earlier study, has 

described in several articles and in a brief book chapter aspects of these discoveries.81 This 

limited body of material ranges from 3rd c. ceramics with the chi-rho to a marble pilaster 

inscribed with a 6th c. chi-rho, found in the Baths of Mithras (1.17.2 and Figure 0.6 NUMBER 1). 

A glass vessel and even a few pieces of metal jewelry also feature the christogram.  Monumental 

architecture is limited to one basilica within the walls, a funerary basilica south of town and 

ambiguous remains beneath several extra-urban churches.  A small fountain or baptismal space 

in an unidentified building is a particularly well-known piece of this architectural puzzle.  The 

inscription on its lintel shows a chi-rho and names the four rivers of paradise from Genesis 

(Figure 0.6 NUMBER 2).82  

                                                                            
79 O’Donnell 1977, 165-68. 
80 MacMullen 1984, 86-101. 
81 Brenk 2003, 39-48. 
82 Gen. 2.10-14. 
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 What can we expect all of this material to say about life in Ostia, in general, and about 

the town in Late Antiquity.  What kinds of things should we not expect to hear? The building 

with the inscribed lintel, located on a branch of the town’s Decumanus Maximus, is an 

instructive example to consider before embarking on the chapters that follow.  This one 

building, in particular, illuminates the kinds of shifting analyses that have gradually changed our 

image of Late Antique Ostia while, at the same time, it reveals how previous approaches can 

sometimes led to an interpretative dead end. 

 Guido Calza, who first discovered the building in the archaeological campaigns of the 

late 1930s, suspected it was the bishop’s basilica, sponsored by Constantine and mentioned in 

the Liber Pontificalis.83 The building (3.1.4 and Figure 0.7) is an architectural hybrid that 

combines features of a bath in the northeast section with small rooms along the eastern side.  Its 

western corridor, which culminated in the fountain room, closed off a portion of an older 

alleyway.84 For Calza, the building’s location in the center of town suggested the extent to which 

Christianity had taken hold of Ostia’s population in the 4th c., thus providing his readers a clear 

division between the “pagan” and “Christian” city that hinged on the intervention of the 

Emperor Constantine.  The name “Volusianus,” etched vertically on both the column shafts of 

the nave and on a pile of fifty-two column shafts down the street (3.2.2), led Calza to associate 

the construction with the prefect of Rome, Ceionius Rufius Volusianus Lampadius, who held 

office 365 C.E.85 Ammianus Marcellinus describes this Volusianus as a proud man who 

emblazoned his name on monuments throughout the capital.86 The Ostian “Volusianus,” 

however, could equally be the son or grandson of the family’s 4th c. urban prefect, suggesting an 

even later date for the building and thereby changing significantly the social-historical context 

                                                                            
83 Calza 1939-40. 
84 Gobbi 1998a and 1998b. 
85 RE “Ceionius 17” [= Ceionius Rufius Volusianus signo “Lampadius 5,” PLRE 1]; see also Lizzi Testa 2004. 
86 “vanitatis autem eius exemplum…hoc unum sufficiet poni leve quidem sed cavendum iudicibus. per 
omnia enim civitatis membra, quae diversorum principum exornarunt inpensae, nomen proprium 
inscribebat, non ut veterum instaurator sed conditor,” Amm. Marc. RG 27.3.7. 
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of its construction.87 Meiggs favors an identification with the grandson.88 The man’s identity 

and his association with the building, if any, remains wholly conjectural.   

 Perhaps as a result, other scholars, in the absence of any concrete conclusions drawn 

from this prosopographical evidence, have tried to use qualitative observations about the 

building’s construction to describe the characteristics of Ostia’s Christian community.  From its 

apparently haphazard construction, Meiggs inferred that the Christian community lacked 

adequate financial resources to fund a proper cathedral.89 Ever since the publication of the 

building, however, scholars have challenged the details of this evidence; and those who have 

written about the building, like Meiggs, have often prefaced their own conclusions with suitable 

cautions.  Although architectural adaptation of domestic spaces is a feature of early Christian 

house churches, the Ostian structure on the Decumanus lacks the grand planning that 

distinguishes Constantinian ecclesiastical building projects in Rome.90 In fact, scholars 

currently read the space not as a bishop’s church but as a multi-functioning Late Antique domus, 

perhaps serving at times as a xenodochium, or guesthouse.91 The discovery of a 4th c. basilica in 

the southeastern section of Region Five, moreover, has now led German excavators to identify 

this still-buried building as the bishop’s seat.92 Assuming this identification is correct, the 

basilica’s location on the edge of the city reveals that, pace Calza, 4th c. Christianity did not 

occupy a monumental position in the heart of the old town.  The urban landscape of Late 

Antique Ostia is thus remarkable for its lack of securely-identifiable Christian buildings, a 

situation Brenk has conveniently ascribed to Christian religious “tolerance” of the traditional 

sanctuaries.93  

                                                                            
87 Fuhrmann 1941; see also Matthews 1967; Arnheim 1972, 156-68; and Chastagnol 1956 and 1962. 
88 Meiggs ibid., 398-99.  This “Volusianus” was the brother of Albina, a known Christian who 
corresponded with Augustine (Aug. Ep 126).  An another epistolary exchange, dated 412 C.E., suggests 
that Volusianus himself did not identify as a Christian at that time (Aug. Ep. 132 and 135).   Only at the 
end of his life (in 437 C.E.) did Albina’s daughter, Melania, convert him and arrange for baptism on her 
uncle’s deathbed; see O’Donnell 2005, 247-48. 
89 Becatti, Gismondi et al. ibid., 155-63; see also Meiggs ibid., 388-403 and 518-31. 
90 For example, see CBCR (Krautheimer 1937 — ). 
91 Brenk and Pensabene 1998-99; see also van Gerkan 1939, Klauser 1939-42 and Burzachechi 1957-59. 
92 Bauer and Heinzelmann 2001, 1999a, 1999b and 1999c. 
93 Brenk 2003, 39. 
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 Moreover, architectural adaptation was a frequent feature of Ostia’s Late Antique urban 

environment, even in its luxury houses.  This fact warns against characterizing the town’s 

Christian community as poor or lower class.  Meiggs himself, following Février, was careful to 

note the evidence for the presence of wealthy Christian social strata at the harbor.  For example, 

Anicius Auchenius Bassus and Tyrennia Honorata, a husband and wife who were “devoted to 

God and the holy men and women (saints),” erected an inscription with a chi-rho in 

commemoration of an unknown benefaction.94 Faltonia Betitia Proba, who wove together a 

Christian epic from lines of the Aeneid, owned property at Ostia with her husband, Clodius 

Celsinus Adelphius.95 This local testimony, which suggests urban patronage but not necessarily 

consistent physical presence, has merged nicely with evidence gathered from other towns 

throughout the empire, such as Naples and Beneventum, where Anicius Auchenius Bassus 

bestowed and received similar gifts and honors.96 Thus, Late Antique Ostia has become one 

more link in a chain of towns scattered throughout the empire, particularly the west, where civic 

benefaction, aristocratic patronage, and the cultural practices of dining and entertainment 

flourished among Christians and non-Christians alike.97 

 As this case study of the so-called Decumanus Basilica has made clear, relying solely 

upon Christian material or Christian centers of activity to construct a narrative of Late Antique 

Ostia can often lead to cul-de-sacs of unanswerable speculation.  The study of Late Antique 

Ostia’s material history demands a new approach, or even approaches. 

 

 The Scope of This Project 

                                                                            
94 “Anicius Auciienius (sic) Bassus, v(ir) c(larissimus) et Turrenia Hono / -rata, c(larissima) f(emina) eius 
cum filiis deo sanctisque devoti,” CIL 14.1875 [= ILS 1292 = ILCV 91]; see also Février ibid., 299-305; and 
PLRE 1 “Bassus 11” and “Honorata 3,” as well as Chastagnol 1962, 211-16; and Orlandi 2006 and 1997.  
On Christian epigraphy at Ostia, see also Mazzoleni 2001; and Nicolai 1994, 244-46. 
95 A lead water pipe bears both their names (Heinzelmann 2000 [14 March 2006]).  See also PLRE 1 
“Proba 2” and “Celsinus 6.”  Whether “Proba” or her granddaughter authored the poem is still a matter 
of dispute; see Sivan 1993, Shanzer 1994 and Green 1995 and also Clark 1986, 124-52. 
96 CIL 9.1568-69 (Naples) and CIL 10.5651 (Beneventum); see also Novak 1980 and RE 1.2200-08 
“Anicius.” 
97 See Noble 2003, Humphries 2003, and Thébert 1987. 
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 This dissertation endeavors to return to the very beginning of excavations at Rome’s 

harbor.  Some of these campaigns were recorded in detail.  Others were more impressionistic.  

Nevertheless, the fact remains that Ostia itself was never buried by a cataclysmic event; and 

these initial reports represent the best starting point for a study of the Late Antique town.  

Moving beyond a strictly limited and limiting chronological method of interpretation, I begin 

with the premise that life in Late Antique Ostia is not simply a matter of finding a 4th c. building 

or a 5th c. repair.98 Rather, the aim is to describe the eclectic entirety of the objects, sculpture 

and architecture from widely differing time periods, all preserved in this Late Roman city.  It is 

this pastiche that scholars have overlooked as a rich source of evidence that requires careful 

interpretation.  This dissertation juxtaposes evidence for the ongoing cultivation of traditional 

religion with the evidence for citywide religious change in order to identify and discuss the 

processes that transformed this Late Antique western town.  Thus, each of the following four 

chapters takes as its starting point one specific monument or cult of the traditional town, for 

example, the Capitolium, the Sanctuary of Magna Mater, the cult of Vulcan and so forth 

(Figure 0.8).  Then, after presenting and analyzing the material evidence, as completely as 

possible, I incorporate into each chapter one or more facets of Christianity.  Although the 

evidence used throughout this study is drawn almost exclusively from the material record, it is 

important to note that one methodology does not fit all; and in each chapter, I employ a 

distinctive approach to the sculptural, architectural or epigraphic remains, adopting the critical 

methodologies of literary studies as well as art and architectural history.  Limits of space, 

however, have required me to focus my analysis on a selection of the available evidence.  A 

discussion of the town’s two shrines of Bona Dea and the remains of the four temples at the 

“Quattro Tempietti” will be postponed to another time.   

In sum, my dissertation will depict an urban ethos that respected the traditional 

religious monuments as aesthetic gems.  This process, I suggest, began in the 3rd c., that is, well 

before Christianity was visible in the cityscape (CHAPTER ONE).  By demonstrating the lasting 

                                                                            
98 See Rieger 2004; see also Steuernagel 2004, 60-119. 
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presence of traditional religion as late as the end of the 4th c., I suggest that assimilation, 

adaptation and gradual transformation were the predominant characteristic of the Ostian urban 

culture during this time, negating the necessity for a traditional religious “revival” during the 

same century (CHAPTER TWO).  During this time the town’s cult of Vulcan, in particular, 

continued to hold a powerful position in the urban landscape, most likely into the middle of the 

5th c.  Simultaneously, I suggest that the martyr Lawrence played an overlooked-role in life at 

Rome’s old harbor; and I use the recent discovery of a Christian basilica within the walls of the 

city to explore the relationship between Christianity and the cult of Magna Mater (CHAPTER 

THREE).  By following the Sanctuary of Magna Mater from the 5th into the 6th c., I chart its rise 

as a repository of cultural and artistic objects and suggest a model for the kind of evolution that 

may have taken place in sacred spaces after cult activity came to an end.   Finally, I explore the 

broader importance of ritual in defining religious communities, showing how the Roman and 

Christian festival calendars invested both old and new monuments with social significance 

(CHAPTER FOUR).  It is this ritual dynamic, I suggest, that significantly transformed Ostia’s Late 

Antique topography, helping to shift the center of the Medieval community outside the city 

walls, leaving the old harbor to become a relic from a previous age.99 Only during the 6th c. did 

Christian processions and pilgrim tourists reconfigure the city center with public signs of 

Christian history, such as commemorative markers for famous local personages like the 

martyred bishop Cyriacus; or Monica, mother of Augustine.  When thus seen in its entirety, this 

four-part narrative, although non linear at times, evaluates aspects of life in Roman Ostia from 

the 3rd through the 9th centuries. 

                                                                            
99 See Pavolini 1985. 
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Chapter 1 
 

Gordian III and Signs of Change 
The Third Century 

 
 

 Introduction 

 As A. H. M. Jones, Peter Brown and other historians have noted, the 3rd c. C.E. — an 

empire-wide period of economic, military and political instability — sowed the seeds of 

subsequent social and cultural transformation throughout the Mediterranean.1 Over a period of 

fifty years, twenty-five men, with family roots in such diverse places as the Danube region, Syria 

and Arabia, ruled Rome and its empire.  From Germany to Mesopotamia, military campaigns 

preoccupied the army during the same time, empowering soldiers to elevate their own 

candidates for emperor, a situation not seen in Rome since the 1st c. C.E.  Meanwhile, inflation, 

the precise causes of which are unrecoverable but which may have been a result of an increase in 

available coinage, seized hold of the economy and inspired subsequent legislation that 

attempted to check the rampant increase in the prices.2 It was in spite of, or perhaps because of, 

these turbulent times that a host of political, social and cultural changes took root during the 

following centuries.3 One of those emerging trends, as Averil Cameron has characterized it, was 

the process by which the Late Roman Empire began to interweave its “classical and biblical 

inheritance,” an initiative that, in time, inched slowly towards “the primacy of the latter over the 

former.”4  

 Architecturally, the heart of Ostia may reflect and elucidate this period of change.  After 

the construction of the so-called “Round Temple,” dated to mid 3rd c., no new monumental 

building ever appeared in the city center.  Scholars have often invoked this silence to paint a 

picture of Ostia’s decline that corresponds to Christianity’s arrival.  I suggest, however, that the 

                                                                            
1 Jones 1964; see also Brown 1978. 
2 Rostovtzeff2 1998, 1.433-501. 
3 Brown 2003; see also Cameron 1993, Markus 1990, MacMullen 1984, and Momigliano 1963. 
4 Cameron 1999, 15. 
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center of Ostia remained a theatrical staging ground for political, aesthetic, imperial, and 

ideological activity throughout Late Antiquity. Consequently, the first part of this chapter offers 

an architectural assessment of Ostia’s city center beginning in the 3rd c.  In particular, I focus on 

the evidence from three monuments: the Capitolium, the Temple of Roma and Augustus, and 

the “Round Temple” (Figure 1.1).  The first two monuments, I propose, remained valuable 

symbols of Roman identity, even in Late Antiquity, and did not suffer any visible neglect.  An 

analysis of the last building, the “Round Temple,” will prove particularly illuminating to our 

understanding of the Late Antique city.  Although architectural historians have studied its form 

and archaeologists have collected the excavation material from the site, its cultural importance 

as a Late Antique landmark has yet to be discussed.  By studying its elevation, its known 

architectural features and the epigraphic and statuary remains discovered at the time of its 

excavation, I submit that this hall complemented, perhaps even surpassed, the symbolic 

function of the two temples mentioned above. 

 In the final section of this chapter, I introduce and interrogate the limited historical 

evidence for a local bishop, Cyriacus, whose alleged 3rd c. martyrdom soon became an 

important focal point for Ostia’s Christian community.   An unknown benefactor, for instance, 

later honored the bishop’s memory with a commemorative plaque near the town’s theater.  By 

scrutinizing this epigraphic and archaeological evidence, however, I will demonstrate that the 

memorial cannot predate the 6th c.  As a result, the weight and balance of this chapter reveal 

that monumental or visible Christianity, even during a time of widespread social and cultural 

change, did not alter the shape or appearance of the 3rd c. town.    

 
 Excavating Ostia’s Forum (1): The Capitolium 
  

“[T]he Hadrianic Capitolium at the north end of the Forum was the richest [of 
Ostia’s monuments] in the variety of marbles it used.  The walls were lined with 
Luna, large fluted columns of Pavonazetto were used for the porch, the threshold 
was a solid block of Africano.  The floor of the cella was paved with a geometric 
pattern of variegated marbles, with Giallo Antico from Numidia predominant.” 
 
  —  Russell Meiggs, Roman Ostia2 (1973, 73). 
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 Like the towering vaults of the Porta Marina Baths, mentioned at the start of the 

INTRODUCTION, the walls of the Capitolium had for centuries been the grave markers of a 

buried society, propped up above the silt and soil that had accumulated over the remains of 

the Roman town.  Thus, perhaps not surprisingly, the first systematic excavation of Ostia 

Antica began here in 1802 under the aegis of Pius VII, in the area that excavators soon 

recognized as the town’s Forum.5  In the eyes of Giuseppe Petrini, director of this first 

campaign, the high walls of the unidentified building and the mound of dirt surrounding it 

conjured images of a sealed tomb of artifacts, waiting to be brought to light.6 When 

excavation came to a close two years later, Petrini and his colleagues had indeed uncovered 

an array of imperial portraiture, inscriptions and architectural fragments.  The walls of the 

temple that had inspired their search now presided majestically over the cleared landscape 

(Figure 1.2).  Thanks to the efforts of Pietro Holl, who in 1804 drafted a plan of the Petrini 

excavations (Figure 1.3), we can appreciate just how much of the ancient city center 

emerged in the early 19th c.  I will say more about the historiographical relevance of the Holl 

plan in a moment.  Over the course of the next century, the temple at the center of the Forum 

inspired an increasing number of investigations as scholars attempted to resolve both the 

issue of its identification and the date of its construction.  Regarding the temple’s identity, 

19th c. archaeologists had attributed it to Vulcan based on their knowledge of the god’s 

preeminence at Ostia.7  In 1907 A. J. van Buren challenged this inference.  Research on the 

form and development of Roman city centers throughout the Mediterranean led van Buren 

to propose that the temple was, in fact, Ostia’s Capitolium.8  C. Dale Badgeley offered a 

concise summary of van Buren’s position shortly thereafter.  The temple’s “central position, 

at the north end of the Forum and at the intersection of the two principal streets, its lofty 

podium, and the broad base in its cella, well adapted for three statues” suggested 

                                                                            
5 See Bignamini 2001; see also Marini et al. 2001. 
6 Fea 1802; see also Guattani 1805, 105-11 and Tables 21-23.   
7 Developed in CHAPTER TWO. 
8 van Buren 1907. 
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overwhelmingly its identity as the town’s Capitolium.9 This identification is now widely 

accepted. 

 The period of its construction, on the other hand, has never been in dispute.  The 

discovery of brick stamps dating from the second quarter of the 2nd c. C.E. gave the first 

indication of a Hadrianic date.10 Polychrome marble pavement, found in the cella and similar 

to that of the Hadrianic Pantheon on Rome’s Campus Martius, supported a date during the 

same period (Figure 1.4).11 Despite the loss of this material during the early 19th c., 

contemporary scholarship has, nevertheless, continued to substantiate the temple’s 2nd c. 

date.  Carlo Albo, for example, recently studied the diameters of the columns still in situ 

together with the intercolumniation of the porch.  Not only do these measurements accord 

well with the proportions that Mark Wilson Jones has documented for contemporary 

building practices in Hadrianic Rome;12 but they also furnished a set of data against which 

Albo was able to test the hypothesis that fragments of an enormous architrave and frieze, 

presently located at ground level, once belonged to the building’s superstructure (Figure 

1.5).  Albo concluded that these fragments did, indeed, come from the Capitolium and has 

now reconstructed the building’s 2nd c. appearance (Figure 1.6).   

 As a matter of historiography, it will be helpful at this point to discuss how, for better 

or for worse, Ostia has become inextricably linked with this period of the High Roman 

Empire.  Notwithstanding a recent interest in other topics, the harbor’s pride and glory has 

always been the period of the 2nd c. for scholars of ancient Rome.  Trajan’s expansion 

provided an influx of money and jobs not seen at Ostia since the early decades of the 1st c. 

C.E.  As a result, markets, guild halls, taverns, baths and inns have provided social historians 

                                                                            
9 Badgeley 1929, 222. 
10 Paschetto 1912; see also Bloch 1947, 346-47. 
11 Becatti, Gismondi et al. 1954, 139.  Unfortunately, this geometric arrangement of valuable marble, 
uncovered during the 1802-04 excavations and recorded in a contemporary drawing, quickly disappeared 
(Paschetto 1912, 357-65 and Figure 100). The theft is a graphic reminder that efficient robbers, not just 
time, bear at least some of the blame for Ostia’s dilapidated state.  In fact, one of Pius VII’s motivations 
for organizing the 1802-04 campaign had been his desire to prevent any further looting of the site, 
perhaps as a way to protect papal patrimony (Becatti, Gismondi et al. ibid., 27-33). The loss of the 
Capitolium floor as a result of these excavations is, therefore, an ironic turn of events. 
12 See Albo 2002, 374-87. 
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evidence for reconstructing an image of daily life in ancient Rome.13 Architectural historians 

were delighted to find the Trajanic, Hadrianic and Antonine remains of three-tiered 

apartment complexes and other modest living quarters — evidence often absent in Rome 

itself.  Epigraphers, meanwhile, combed the Ostian records, finding a wealth of information 

about the organization of the town council and identified the civic contributions of several 

wealthy notables.14 Into the streets of this bustling, 2nd c. harbor town, Meiggs fixed the 

image of the Hadrianic Capitolium, a jewel of mixed marbles.  Constructed from such exotic 

stones as giallo antico, “a salmon-honey-colored Numidian marble” from Chemtou, Tunisia15; 

to purple-veined pavonazetto and white and black marble, the Capitolium became an 

embodiment of Rome’s own ascent during a time of political, economic and social prosperity.   

 The 1802-04 excavation records and, in particular, Pietro Holl’s plan, were important 

pieces of evidence used to reconstruct the scene, or mise-en-scène, of the Capitolium’s 

dramatic 2nd c. foundation.  In fact, it is Holl’s plan that preserves in its upper left-hand 

corner a legend detailing the state of the architecture at the time it was unearthed (Figure 

1.7).  The description of the Capitolium reads as follows: 

 
Number 11 [is] “the square building, whose remains stand 13.4 m16 above 
ground, with square and semicircular niches on the interior.  It is noticed to 
have been dressed with mixed marbles with a cornice of giallo antico and 
pavement of similar mixed marbles.  On the sides of the exterior, it was 
decorated with pilasters of cipollino, fixed in place by metal pivots.  The 
staircase led up to a colonnade of giallo antico [now identified as 
pavonazetto], each column having a diameter of 1.1 m, on top of which must 
have risen the huge cornice, of the best craftsmanship, found right there [on 
top of the stairs].”17  

                                                                            
13 To read some of the more substantial treatments, see Hermansen 1982, Pavolini 1986 and Meiggs 
19732. 
14 For example, see Cébeillac-Gervasoni 2001 and Mazzoleni 2001. 
15 Wilson Jones 2000, 63. 
16 Measurements on the plan are given in palmi [ = pmi], with the following scale: 1 Roman foot (canne 
romane) = 10 palmi [pmi] = 2.234 m.  As Becatti, Gismondi et al. subsequently noted, the height of the 
Capitolium is approximately 17 m (ibid. 1954, 56).  For an unknown reason, Holl’s measurement is 
slightly flawed.  Scholars have also now emended his description of the marble columns on the porch. 
17 Number 11: “edificio quadrilungo, che resta sopraterra all’altezza di pmi con nicchie quadre e 
semicircolari nell’interno, il quale si scorge esser stato impellicciato al di dentro di marmi mischi con 
cornice di giallo antico, e pavimento di marmi simili mischi e nell’esterno lateralmente ornato di pilastri 
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Paraphrasing this eyewitness account, Meiggs was able to evoke an image of the temple’s 

Hadrianic glory.  Albo similarly found cause to suspect that the huge cornice preserved near 

the temple was, in fact, the “cornicione” Holl had seen lying on the temple steps.  Given its 

importance to Ostian studies, one would expect to see both the drawing and its legend cited 

more often.  Nowadays, however, scholars and publishers often display Holl’s map only after 

cropping out all the textual information.  They are more interested in the archaeological 

footprint it represents than in the state of the remains it records (compare Figure 1.3 and 

Figure 1.7).  What is clear from this archive, however, is that large, sometimes valuable, 

pieces of the “Hadrianic Capitolium” had remained at the site for more than sixteen hundred 

years.  What happened to the temple during these intervening centuries, and, more 

pertinently, what was the state of the building in Late Antiquity? Late Antique scholars have 

begun asking similar questions about Rome’s own temple of Jupiter Capitolinus.  The 

relevant textual sources, recently analyzed by Lucy Grig, suggest that Rome’s lofty temple 

remained an important fixture of the capital at least through the 4th and perhaps into the 5th 

c.18 At Ostia, however, there is no textual record to rely upon, nor does the building preserve 

any traces of a Late Roman intervention.  The temple itself is silent, directing our gaze 

elsewhere. 

 I suggest that there is, in fact, epigraphic evidence that speaks to the continued and 

conscious preservation not only of Ostia’s Capitolium in Late Antiquity but also of the town’s 

Forum.  Such evidence comes not from the building itself but from a series of seven 

inscriptions found in its shadows.  Before turning to an interpretation of these inscriptions, 

however, it will be helpful to review the remains from the Temple of Roma and Augustus.  

Located opposite the Capitolium, on the south side of the Forum, the alignment of this 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
risaltati di cipollino, fermati da perni di metallo.  Gradinata, che saliva al portico con colonne 
scannellate di giallo antico di diametro 5 pmi su delle quail esservi doveva il cornicione di ottimo intaglio 
ivi rinvenuto,” Holl 1804, Archivio Disegno, Ostia Antica.  
18 Grig 2007; see also ibid. 2004, 203-04. 
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temple with the Capitolium encourages viewers to see the buildings in dialogue with one 

another (Figure 1.1). 

 

 Excavating Ostia’s Forum (2): The Temple of Roma and Augustus 

 It is perhaps surprising for a modern reader to learn that, even as later as the 1900s, 

the southern end of Ostia’s Forum continued to remain buried in dirt.  The 1800s, for 

example, had witnessed only a series of unsystematic exploration, followed by the more 

organized campaigns of Rodolfo Lanciani, who stitched together an urban image of Ostia 

stretching east from the Forum to the theater.  In the first decades of the 1900s, then, the task 

fell to Guido Calza to begin excavating the southern area of the Forum, opposite the 

Capitolium.19 Nothwithstanding new advances in Ostian archaeology, such as field recording, 

stratigraphic excavation, and photography, the discovery of the Temple of Roma and 

Augustus in the 1920s passed without any comprehensive publication.  Only a brief 

identification of the temple, based on epigraphic and sculptural remains; and its phases, 

together with a plan, drawn by Italo Gismondi (Figure 1.8), appeared in the Scavi di Ostia.20 

Elena Calandra has not only now rectified this situation but has explicated the circumstances 

of the temple’s cursory treatment at the time.21 

 At this point it will be helpful to present two facets of Calandra’s study that are 

relevant to my present purpose.  The first is Calandra’s publication of a series of architectural 

drawings, drafted by T. A. Gorski of The State College of Washington and sent to the 

Soprintendente di Ostia in 1957.22 As already stated, Gismondi had published his own 

drawings four years earlier.  However, the poorly preserved state of the temple at the time 
                                                                            
19 Lanciani 1888; see also Marini 2001; and Marini Recchia, Pacchiani, and Panico 2002. 
20 Becatti, Gismondi et al. 1954, 115-22. 
21 Discovery of the “aedes Romae et Augusti” in 1921 was contemporary with the rise of Italian fascism 
and the birth of fevered nationalism (CIL 14.73 and 14.353 [ = ILS 6148]).  In this context, the site of the 
Capitolium, now identified as such by the excavators, combined with the newly unearthed Temple of 
Roma and Augustus, became a stunning symbol of Rome’s glorious past.  The inauguration of an Ostia-
Rome railway line two decades earlier, establishing a quick connection between the capital and its 
shore, ensured that the restoration and presentation of Ostia’s monuments for an eager public now 
became a primary concern.  Formal publication of the finds from the forum lapsed. For this summary, 
see Calandra 2000, 439-4; see also Nucci 2002. 
22 Calandra 2000, 425-30 and 448-49. 
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(Figure 1.9), which Calza attributed to the fact that the building had been constructed 

entirely out of marble, demanded further analysis.23 Thus, basing his work on Gismondi’s 

drawings; on the measurements of the architectural fragments; and on his own personal 

examination of the remains, Gorski undertook a more complete reconstruction of the temple 

than had been previously available (Figure 1.10).  Calandra’s evaluation of these drawings 

and their detailed measurements led her to conclude that the temple’s first phase dated to the 

Augustan period.  The proportions of the semi-columns on the exterior façade are nearly 

identical to those used on the Temple of Mars Ultor in Rome while the measurements of the 

cornice resemble those from the Temple of Concord, restored between 7 B.C.E. and 10 

C.E.24 This date conforms well with the work of Genevieve Gessert, who has now 

demonstrated that Ostia’s Forum assumed its “canonical” state, that is, with a Capitolium 

placed at the intersection of the Cardo and Decumanus, only during the Augustan period.25 

Contemporaneous with the new Augustan Capitolium, the construction of the Temple of 

Roma and Augustus enriched Ostia’s old Forum in a monumental way, befitting an age of 

“renewed” traditions.26 The Augustan vision for this urban space remained substantially 

unchanged through the Hadrianic interventions and beyond.   

 

 Answering the Question:  
 What Was the State of These Monuments in Late Antiquity? 

 Due to its nearly complete spoliation, The Temple of Roma and Augustus can no 

longer speak for itself.  Like the Capitolium, it gives few signs of any Late Antique 

restorations.  Still, the absence of this material should not lead us to assume that these two 

monuments were crumbled heaps of stone in the 4th, 5th or even 6th c.  In fact, seven 

                                                                            
23 Calza 1925, 31-32; see also ibid. 1926, 156-60. 
24 Calandra records other mathematical, architectural and aesthetic similarities to Augustan temples 
(ibid., 442-43). 
25 Gessert 2001, 114-26. 
26 Consider, briefly, “…ut curator legum et morum summa potestate solus crearer, nullum magistratum 
contra morem maiorum delatum recepi,” Aug. RG 6.1. 
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inscriptions — several found in the vicinity of the Forum and one explicitly stating to have 

been placed there — imply that Ostia’s civic center was far from a mass of ruins at this time.  

 This corpus of Latin inscriptions, previously scattered, like the stones themselves, is 

now reunited for the first time (see Figure 1.11).27 Each inscription will be discussed below. 

 

1. Marble statuary base erected by P. 
Attius Clementinus (CIL 14S.4721).  
Dimensions: 1.70 m high, .61 m wide, 
.59 m deep.   
 
Date: late 4th c. C.E.  
 

 2. Unspecified dedication, marble base 
erected by Ragonius Vincentius Celsus 
(CIL 14S.4716).  Dimensions: 1.05 m 
high, .58 m wide, .52 m deep.   
 
Date: shortly before 389 C.E. 

  translatam ex sor 
dentibus locis 

 ad ornatum fori 
 et ad faciem publicam 
5 curante P. Attio 
 Clementino v(iro) c(larissimo) 
 praef(ecto) ann(onae) 

   Ragonius Vincentius 
 Celsus v(ir) c(larissimus) 

 praefectus 
 annonae urbis Romae 
 urbi eidem propria 
5 pecunia civitatis 
 Ostiensium collocavit  

     

3. Unspecified dedication, marble base 
erected by Ragonius Vincentius Celsus 
(CIL 14S.4717).  Dimensions: 1.35 m 
high, .70 m wide, .49 m deep.  
 
Date: shortly before 389 C.E. 

 4. Marble fragments from an unspecified 
restoration undertaken by Constantius II 
and Constans (CIL 14.135).  
 
Date: 340-50 C.E. 

  
 curavit Ragoniu[s] 
 Vincentius Celsus 
 v(ir) c(larissimus) praefectus 

annonae urbis 
5 Romae et civitas (sic) 
 fecit memorata 
 de proprio 

   [Cons]tantius et Const[ans] 
 [—]s incuria longi teporis 

 destituta[s] 
 [—]orum ad pristinum statum 

 reforman[—] 
 [s]uis rediderunt 
5 [—] v(iro) c(larissimo) praefecto 

 annona[e] cum iure [gl]adii  
 

                                                                            
27 This illustration indicates the find spots of the inscriptions as best inferred from archaeological 
records. 
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5.  6. Marble plaque of an equestrian statuary 

base erected for Manlius Rusticianus 
(CIL 14S.4455).  Dimensions of the 
base: 2.10 m wide.  Height unknown.  
Text field:  .44 m high, .69 m wide.   
 
Date: 306-12 C.E. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7. 

    
 Manlio Rus[ticiano] 
 praef(ecto) ann(onae) a(genti) 

 v(ices) pra[—] 
 EEMM VV curato[—] 
 splendidissim(a)e col(oniae) 

 os[—] ob eius fidem ac 
5 merii (sic) erga rem publicam 

 ordo 
 et populus Ostiensium ovo (sic) 

 civitas 
 titulis administra[ti]onis eius 
 fieret inlust[rior?] adq(ue) 

const[itui]t 
 

Marble fragments of an unspecified 
restoration undertaken by an unknown 
emperor (CIL 14.134).   
 
Date: 4th c. C.E. or later. 
 

[—] Pius Felix Invictus 
 Augustus [—]  
[de]formatas ruinosa labe [—]  
Ostiensibus integrav[it] 
[—] annonae v(iro) 
 c(larissimo) praf[—]  
 
 
 

Marble fragments of an unspecified  
restoration undertaken during the reign 
of Honorius and Theodoius II (CIL 
14S.4720).   
 
Date: 408-23 C.E. 

   

 

 

 [—]DD NN Hon[orio et 
 Theodos]io invict[—] 

 [—]bus Fl. N. [—]lus v(ir) 
 c(larissimus) 

 vicarius urb[—] 
 [p]rinci[p]alium [—] 
5 totam renov[avit]  

   

  

For our purposes, the most informative inscription of the group was discovered in 1913 in the 

Forum itself near the western Decumanus (Figure 1.11 NUMBER 1).28 It commemorates an 

act undertaken by Publius Attius Clementinus, prefect of the grain supply sometime during 

the late 4th c.29 The text reports that Publius Attius Clementinus transferred an unknown 

                                                                            
28 Vaglieri 1913e, 237. 
29 PLRE 1 “Clementinus.” Based on its roughly carved letters, the inscription is commonly dated to the 
4th c. 
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object, perhaps a statue, from squalid places (“sordentibus locis”) to a new location in order 

“to adorn the Forum” and to improve “its public face” (“ad ornatum fori et ad faciem 

publicam”).30 This act of beautifying the Late Antique Forum was not an isolated event.  As 

two slightly earlier inscriptions show (Figure 1.11 NUMBERS 2 AND 3), it was the purview of 

praefecti annonae to ensure that the “public face” of the town’s center maintained a 

respectable appearance.  Sometime before 389 C.E., the prefect of the grain (“praefectus 

annonae urbis Romae”) Ragonius Vincentius Celsus erected “at his own expense” two 

inscribed memorials, probably for the display of statues (“fecit memorata | de proprio”).31 Both 

of these were discovered on the east side of the Forum, and there is good cause to believe that 

they were once located within the perimeter of the civic center.32 Since Republican times, 

Ostia’s town council had honored its proud sons with statues adorning the Forum.  As the 

example of Publius Lucilius Gamala senior makes clear, these kinds of public monuments for 

distinguished citizens augmented the town’s own prestige.33 By the middle of the 4th c., 

however, it was Rome’s food procurement officer who was responsible for the upkeep of 

Ostia’s public space.  Attius Clementinus, and perhaps Vincentius Celsus, too, were 

descendants of this tradition. 

 Nor was city renewal the sole prerogative of the prefects.  Two additional inscriptions 

inform us that even Rome’s emperors, in name, at least, played an important role in the 

maintenance of Ostia’s public space (Figure 1.11 NUMBERS 4 AND 5).  The emperor 

Constantius II and his brother, for example, ordered an unnamed prefect (“praefecto 

annonae”) to restore an unspecified Ostian place or object “to its former state” (“ad pristinum 

                                                                            
30 Forum Inscription No. 1 = “translatam ex sor|dentibus locis | ad ornatum fori | et ad faciem publicam 
| curante P. Attio | Clementino v(iro) c(larissimo) | praef(ecto) ann(onae),” CIL 14S.4721. 
31 Forum Inscription No. 2 = “Ragonius Vincentius | Celsus v(ir) c(larissimus) praefectus | annonae urbis 
Romae | urbi eidem propria | pecunia civitatis | Ostiensium collocavit,” CIL 14S.4717.  Forum 
Inscription No. 3 = “curavit Ragoniu[s] | Vincentius Celsus | v(ir) c(larissimus) praefectus | annonae 
urbis | Romae et civitas (sic) | fecit memorata | de proprio,” CIL 14S.4718.  See PLRE 1 “Ragionius 
Vicentius Celsus 9,” whose activities at Ostia are well attested; see also CIL 14.173 [= CIL 6.1760], 
14.138-39, 14S.4716 [= ILS 9355]. 
32 NSc 1927, 399-400; see also Zevi 1971a, 465-66.  
33 “idem tribunal in foro mar|moreum fecit | huic statua inaurata d(ecurionum d(ecreto) | p(ecunia) 
(publica) posita est | item ahena d(ecurionum) d(ecreto) p(ecunia) p(ublica) posita | proxume tribunal 
quaes(toris),” CIL 14.375.  For the most recent discussion and bibliography, see Lo Cascio 2004. 
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statum”).34  According to the inscription, the object, building or site under consideration had 

apparently fallen into disrepair “due to a lengthy period of neglect” (“incuria longi temporis 

destituta”).  I will return to the significance of this language in a moment.  In a second 

inscription, an emperor known only by his honorific titles (“Pius Felix Invictus Augustus”), 

invokes the “ruinous” (“ruinosa”) state of an unspecified place or monument and his success 

in making it new again (“integrav[it]”).35 Unfortunately, we do not know where at Ostia 

either of these inscriptions was discovered.  E. Q. Visconti (1751-1818) discusses both of 

them in his notebooks but says nothing more about their specific provenance.36 A piece of 

evidence brought to light during the excavations of 1923, however, may supply a valuable 

clue (Figure 1.11 NUMBER 6).  Decades before the heirs of Constantine I erected their 

inscribed base, the people of Ostia themselves financed a large public monument, found in 

the Forum near the Temple of Rome and Augustus.37 The monument was a massive marble 

podium, approximately 2.10 m wide and broad enough to support an equestrian statue 

(Figure 1.12).  The people of Ostia (“ordo et populus Ostiensium”) decreed it for the 

praetorian prefect of Maxentius, Manlius Rusticianus, on account of his public trust and his 

services to the city (“ob eius fidem ac meri[ta] erga rem publicam”).38 Erected sometime 

between 306 and 312 C.E, it is a rare example of local, not imperial, initiative to adorn Ostia’s 

civic center at the start of the 4th c.39 More significantly, its location in front of the Temple of 

Roma and Augustus suggests that the sons of Constantine may have placed their own 

dedication nearby.  

                                                                            
34 Forum Inscription No. 4 = “[Cons]tantius et Const[ans] | [—]s incuria longi teporis destituta[s] |[—
]orum ad pristinum statum reforman[—] | [s]uis rediderunt | [—] v(iro) c(larissimo) praefecto annona[e] 
cum iure [gl]adii,” CIL 14.135.  The inscription can only date between 340, the beginning of the brothers’ 
joint rule, and 350 C.E., the death of Constans (Seeck 1919, 188-97). 
35 Forum Inscription No. 5 = “[—] Pius Felix Invictus Augustus [—]| [de]formatas ruinosa labe[—] | 
Ostiensibus integrav[it] | [—] annonae v(iro) c(larissimo) praf[—],” CIL 14.134.  The presence of the title 
vir clarissimus, used to describe the [praefectus] annonae, suggests a 4th c. date or later; see Jones 
1964, 525-28.  
36 See the annotations at CIL 14.134-35. 
37 NSc 1923, 405. 
38 Forum Inscription No. 6 = “Manlio Rus[ticiano] | praef. ann. a. v. pra[—] | eemm. vv. curato[—] | 
splendidissime col. os. […] ob eius fidem ac | merii (sic) erga rem publicam ordo | et populus Ostiensium 
ovo. (sic) civitas | titulis administra[ti]onis eius | fieret inlust[rior?] adq[ue] | const[itui]t,” CIL 14S.4455.  
39 PLRE 1 “Manli(us) Rusticianus 3.” 



  
40 

 Their father’s penchant for manipulating building projects to efface the memory of 

his defeated adversary, Maxentius, is, after all, well documented.40 The completion of the 

basilica in the Roman Forum and the erection of the church of S. Giovanni in Laterano on 

land that once belonged to Maxentius’ horse guards are two examples often discussed.41 The 

extent to which Maxentius’ ghosts, or rather, his political identity, haunted Ostia’s streets are 

little understood.  The former contender for Rome’s highest office had opened a mint at the 

harbor in the first decade of the 4th c.  It operated for five years until Constantine intervened, 

moving production to Arles.42 Decades later, these same ideological motives may have 

influenced Constantine’s heirs and the decision to erect a monument in Ostia’s Forum.  By 

juxtaposing the older, politically tinged display, set up by the “usurper’s” praetorian prefect, 

with their own inscription, the brothers were continuing the dynastic goals of their father.43 

The inscription’s emphasis on “neglect” and a desire to return things to their “pristine, former 

state” may not have had any connection at all with the physical state of the surrounding 

monuments.  Instead, as E. Thomas and C. Witschel have shown, this language may have 

been a rhetorical posture that closed the door to the past, on one hand, and simultaneously 

renewed time and tradition, on the other.44   

 Indeed, as Thomas and Witschel have demonstrated in their study of Roman imperial 

rebuilding inscriptions throughout the Latin west, references to architectural improvement 

often deploy “highly charged” language “in order to assert notions of destruction and 

reconstruction that do not necessarily have any direct correlation with the previous state of 

the building or the actual operation recorded.”45 Words such as vetustas (“old age”), incuria 

(“neglect”), or multo tempore (“after a long time”) were often used without any regard for the 

                                                                            
40 See Krautheimer 1983, 7-40; see also id. 2000, 3-32. 
41 See Curran 2000, 54-62 and 76-80. 
42 Calabria 2001; see also E. Taylor’s more comprehensive treatment (“The Maxentian Mint at Ostia”) at 
Bakker 2006 (http://www.ostia-antica.org/dict/topics/mint/mint.htm). 
43 For a historical survey of the period 337-353 C.E., see, for example, Piganiol 1972, 81-93. 
44 See Thomas and Witschel 1992. 
45 For this discussion and the quotations cited throughout my summary, see Thomas and Witschel 1992, 
“highly charged…” (137), architectural history and history as a “series of restarts” (146) and (167), “the 
antiquity of a town…” (169), “ad pristinam…” (172), “something to be studied…” (152). 
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actual span of time during which the monument sat unattended.  Moreover, these phrases 

and attributes appear throughout the body of Latin rebuilding inscriptions from the 2nd c. 

B.C.E. to the early 6th c. C.E.  None of this language denies that seismic events or natural 

disasters took a toll on ancient buildings, as Thomas and Witschel are quick to admit.  What 

their analysis clarifies, however, is two aspects of Roman rebuilding practices.  On the one 

hand, we can conclude that standard epigraphic rhetoric might say little about the actual state 

of a specific monument at the time of its repair.  On the other hand,  it does show that the 

fervor of restoration carried with it a sense of respect, or pietas, towards older monuments 

and imperial predecessors.  In other words, it was by invoking the language of “neglect” that 

the restorer often underscored his own sense of “pietas” towards an earlier age.  This work 

casts a new light on issues of so-called historical, or period, “decline,” especially in the 3rd c. 

C.E.  

 At Ostia, for example, such epigraphic language is documented as early as the time of 

Augustus, a figure who was quite savvy in negotiating the past during his restoration of 

Rome.46 By invoking the abstract causes of “time,” these and other rebuilding inscriptions, 

including plaques and statue bases, aimed to portray both architectural history and history 

itself “as a series of restarts.” The accumulation of these rebuilding signs over time could, in 

some cases, even serve “to recognize the antiquity of a town.” In each individual case, 

however, the restoration of a building “to its ancient state” or the attempt to give it a “new 

appearance” (“ad pristinam,” “ad novam faciem”) always involved a delicate balance between 

preserving the old and highlighting the new.47 In Late Antiquity this veneer of “modernity” 

often took the form of public statuary displays or small statue bases in front of the ancient 

monuments, “something to be studied in detail and in proximity to the [restored] building.” 

                                                                            
46 “quot vetus[tate deficiebat,” NSc 1953, 299 and Number 67; see also Aug. RG 19-20. 
47 Plutarch, for example, shows special appreciation for the harmonious combination of antiquity and 
modernity displayed in the juxtaposition of Periclean and Roman monuments in 1st and 2nd c. Athens 
(Plut. Pericles 13.5). 
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The scale of this trend fuses nicely with a growing Late Antique interest in miniaturization in 

other contemporary art forms.48 

 For all of these reasons, I propose that Attius Clementinus’ desire to “adorn the 

Forum and its public visage” (Figure 1.11 NUMBER 1) was not a unique event in late 4th c. 

Ostia.  Unfortunately, because the modern excavation of the city center was so poorly 

recorded, a precise physical description of Ostia’s Late Antique forum will remain largely a 

matter of speculation.  However, given the political dimensions of Roman rebuilding, by 

which emperors and their prefects used architectural reconstruction and epigraphic display to 

celebrate both aesthetic and ideological changes,49 I suggest that Clementinus’ dedication 

was the product of a continual effort throughout the centuries to update Ostia’s Forum by 

furnishing it with a new veneer through commemorations (see Figure 1.12).  This 

epigraphic habit began under Maxentius, continued through the Constantinian dynasty and 

stretched at least to the end of the 4th c.  Moreover, if we trust a seventh inscription (Figure 

1.11 NUMBER 7), found just to the west of the Capitolium, this political dimension of 

reconstruction continued after Attius Clementinus.  Dated to the first decades of the 5th c., 

this last inscription names Honorius and Theodosius II and records the “complete” 

renovation of an unnamed monument on their behalf (“totam renovav[it]”) by the city 

vicarius.50 The fissure between archaeological reality, on the one hand, and the ideology of 

Roman rebuilding inscriptions, on the other, makes one wonder just how perceptible these 

5th c. changes were.   

 What this body of inscriptions indicates is that the appearance of Ostia’s Late Antique 

city center was far from “disrepair.” Even if we take the claim of Attius Clementinus to have 

transferred a statue “from squalid surroundings” (“ex sordentibus locis”) for the purpose of 

embellishing the Forum (“ad ornatum fori”), the statue base offers incontrovertible evidence 

                                                                            
48 Elsner 2004, 292-307. 
49 See Bauer and Witschel (ed.) 2007. 
50 Forum Inscription No. 7 = “[—]DD NN Hon[orio et Theodos]io invict[—] | [—]bus Fl. N. [—]lus v(ir) 
c(larissimus) | vicarius urb[—] | [p]rinci[p]alium [—] | totam renov[avit],” CIL 14S.4720.  Dated 408-23 
C.E., based on the restoration of the name Fl(avius) N(icius) [Theodu]lus; see also CIL 10.6425. 
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that Ostia’s late 4th c. Forum was specifically not a squalid environment (sordidus).  An 

unpublished list of Late Roman coins discovered in the forum during excavations in the 1950s 

may, tentatively, support this interpretation.  In all, twenty-two coins were found which date 

from the time of Gordian III (three examples) through Eugenius, Valens and Flavius Victor (c. 

388 C.E.).51 Although they offer no information about the state of the contemporary 

monuments around them, at minimum these coins reveal the continued presence of traffic in 

the forum throughout the 3rd and 4th c.  It is within this context, then, that I suggest that the 

Hadrianic Capitolium and the Temple of Roma Augustus may have remained resilient 

landmarks, retaining significant elements of their architectural heritage, at least through Late 

Antiquity.  New architectural intervention throughout the Late Roman period may have been 

minimal but, where advertised, it continued to remain politically motivated.  This 

interpretation of Ostia’s preeminent civic space directly challenges assumptions that 

Christianity’s rise heralded the immediate toppling of the town’s temples. 

 

 A Building to Surpass the Past: Ostia and Gordian III 

 In the 4th and 5th c., emperors and prefects used inscriptions and statuary bases to 

update the past.  The Hadrianic Capitolium and the 1st c. C.E. Temple of Roma and 

Augustus were two prominent features of the city against which officials erected the signs of 

their own times.  These temples, two of the more historic manifestations of Roman imperial 

identity in the Forum, were not the only monuments that defined the Late Antique civic 

space.  In the 3rd c. arose a grand new structure located to the west of these temples, now 

known colloquially as the “Round Temple” (Figure 1.1).  It comprised an open courtyard 

and a rotunda.  As I will demonstrate, it most likely functioned as a venue for aggrandizing 

the imperial house.  Few scholars have attempted to interpret its remains or its function in the 

context of Ostia’s Late Antique Forum.  I will redress that need here.   

                                                                            
51 See Soprintendenza archeologica di Ostia [= SAO], Archivio Storico GdS 32 (1956-61) p. 160.  
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 The “Round Temple” (1.11.1) replaced an earlier, rectangular building on the same 

site.  Scholars have long debated the precise date of this new construction; and it will helpful 

here to review their arguments.  Based on comparisons with the architectural features of 

other round buildings, for example, Mark Wilson Jones has proposed a late 3rd c. date.52 Cecil 

Briggs, who in 1930 christened this structure the “Pantheon of Ostia,” located its 

construction under Diocletian although his analysis was based more on speculative 

connoisseurship than on the ratio and proportion of its architectural measurements.  In either 

case, evidence from the House of the Round Temple (1.11.2), located to the south east of the 

“Round Temple,” now weighs against this late date.  The walls of the house, whose masonry 

dates to the mid 3rd c., abut the walls of the rotunda and, consequently, postdate its 

construction (Figure 1.13).53 Thus, Katrina Rieger, who conducted the most recent autopsy 

of the site, assigned construction of the “Round Temple” to the first half of the 3rd c.54  

 Clarifying the building’s foundation, however, only partially addresses its cultural 

importance.  From these ruins emerged two colossal busts of Trajan; one each of Hadrian 

and Antoninus Pius; and a portrait of Julia Domna, wife of Septimus Severus.  Together, they 

provide compelling evidence that the site, although renovated much later, may have housed 

imperial cult activities during the late 1st c. or early 2nd c. C.E.55 Nor do the subsequent 

renovations betray any change in function.  Colossal statues of Alexander Severus (ruled 222-

35 C.E.) and Gordian III (ruled 238-44 C.E.) as well as a statue base dedicated to Sabinia 

Tranquillia, Gordian’s wife, took their place next to the distinguished personages of the High 

Empire.  The colossal visage of Gordian III (Figure 1.14), 63 cm high, is the last surviving 

imperial portrait from this group.56 Based on this fact, Russell Meiggs offered the plausible 

                                                                            
52 Wilson Jones 1989, 144 no. 18; see also Briggs 1930, 166.  
53 Becatti 1948, 102-128; see also Muntasser 2003. 
54 Basing her reconstructions on architectural models from the Italian cities of Fanum, Lucus Feroniae, 
and Iuvanum, Rieger suggests this early building may have taken the form of an annex room situated to 
the west of the basilica (2004, 173-198 and 301-312). 
55 See Paschetto 1912, 499-524. 
56 Museo Nazionale Romano, inv. 326 [= SAO Neg. A 708 and 710].  For Gordian III’s portraiture, see 
Kleiner 1992, 366-368; and Helbig4 1.180, 1.189 and  1.1321.  For the inscription, ”Furiae Sab[iniae]|  
Tranquill[inae],” see CIL 14S.4399.  For other dedications to Gordian III at Ostia, see also CIL 14S.4397-98. 
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conjecture that Gordian III himself had been responsible for the building’s completion.57 But 

what does the architecture say for itself? What are its distinctive architectural and spatial 

features, and how does the building as a whole interact with its surroundings? Penelope 

Davies, William MacDonald, Catherine Edwards, Jaś Elsner, and Diane Favro, to name a few, 

have forged this interpretative path in their own treatment of monuments and topography, 

exploring “ways in which we might reach beyond the archaeological data, primarily by 

moving within the monuments themselves.”58 Even if these exercises often prove highly 

speculative, an experiential reading of Roman imperial architecture can often articulate 

themes that may be latent or imperceptible in other media.  In this respect, the portrait of 

Gordian III presents a unique opportunity to see Ostia through the eyes of a 3rd c. emperor. 

  The first significant feature of the location of the “Round Temple” is its elevation.  

From the south side of the Decumanus Maximus, one ascends a flight of steps to reach the 

courtyard of the “Round Temple.” Ostia’s basilica is situated to the left of this open space and 

is accessible through an adjoining doorway.  Continuing from the entrance on the 

Decumanus, the axis of the building directs the viewer to the podium at the southern end, 

where a second flight of stairs rises approximately 3.8 m from the inner courtyard to the 

entrance of the rotunda (see Figure 1.13).  Standing on this threshold, the viewer is now a 

full story above the elevation of the Decumanus and the ground level of the Forum.  The 

rotunda itself, of which only the base of the drum remains, originally measured approximately 

16 m in diameter, half of the size of the Pantheon in Rome.  That the space was pierced with 

an oculus seems certain, given its prevalence in other round buildings of imperial design.  The 

building’s design, however, may have incorporated a second view of the sky, as well.  A small 

room, located to the right of the rotunda’s threshold, preserves an intriguing architectural 

aspect, a stairway, approximately 1.53 m wide, that spirals around a central column as its 

ascends (Figure 1.15).  Whether it climaxed in an interior view of the building or an outdoor 

belvedere from which one beheld the surrounding monuments cannot be determined from 

                                                                            
57 Meiggs 19732, 81-2. 
58 Davies 2000, 3; see also Elsner 1995, Edwards 1996, MacDonald 1998, and Favro 2005. 
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the preserved state of the remains.  In the following paragraphs, however, I will propose that 

for political and ideological reasons which harmonize with the form and symbolism of the 

structure as a whole, a belvedere is the more likely reconstruction. 

 Setting aside the significance of the imperial portraits for a moment, several 

architectural features of the building suggest that its designation as an imperial cult “temple” 

is, perhaps, overdetermined.  First, the gradual change in elevations, from street level through 

inner courtyard to the threshold of the rotunda, constructs a hierarchy of space that may have 

a specifically social, not cultic, dimension.  Of course, extra-urban sanctuaries, like that from 

Republican Palestrina (Praeneste), often did use hierarchy of scale and change in elevation to 

shape the visitor’s access and experience of the religious site.  But even that sanctuary’s 

temple, a tiny ornament perched atop the cliffs, retained a traditional distinction between 

exterior space, on the one hand, and the temple as treasury, inaccessible to all but its priests, 

on the other.  Ostia’s round building and courtyard, unlike the neighboring Capitolium or the 

Temple of Roma and Augustus, instead privileges the divisions within its inner space and, as a 

result, bears greater resemblance to the Pantheon complex in the Campus Martius of Rome 

(Figure 1.16).  As Davies has nicely described it, that famous Roman “temple” functioned as 

much as an imperial audience hall as it did as a “religious” structure per se.59 The sun, shining 

its spotlight on Hadrian, elevated the emperor to co-ruler of the cosmos as he sat beneath the 

dome and drew authority from the symbols of the heavens.  By engaging with ideas of divinity 

and power, both here and in the architecture of his mausoleum, the emperor legitimated his 

own rule and simultaneously bequeathed that heritage to his eventual successor.  A 

compelling dynastic ideology of accession resonated from the architectural metaphor.   

 Likewise at Ostia, sunrays glided across and glorified the chosen faces from Rome’s 

imperial past, bringing the building to life in a dynamic way.  In the middle of the 3rd c., 

however, it was the figure of Gordian III that benefited from this spectacular display.  Only 

                                                                            
59 Cassius Dio explicitly states that Hadrian used the Pantheon to conduct business (67.7.1); see “An 
Imperial Cosmos: The Creation of Eternity,” Davies ibid., 75-101, and on issues of “cosmic kingship,” 
specifically, 86-92. 
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thirteen when he was named Augustus by the Senate, the young ruler, with his eyes uplifted 

to the sun (Figure 1.14), thus took his place in long tradition of religious-mythic imagery 

that conveyed the emperor’s “cosmic kingship.”  It was a practice that dated back through 

Augustus to Babylonian times.60 The emperor’s chiseled pupils and irises, features 

characteristic of Late Roman sculpture and most likely contemporary with the sculpture’s 

execution, are important in this regard.61 Not only do they lend his face a sense of vitality; 

they emphasize his pietas towards Sol Invictus, one of the divine companions of the Roman 

emperor and, by extension, the Roman people.62 Long before Eusebius popularized a 

Christian explanation for the emperor Constantine’s own uplifted eyes, Elagabalus, Gordian, 

Aurelian and others used this iconographic device to advertise the open lines of 

communication between gods and ruler, thereby enhancing their own divine status.63 At the 

same time, the gallery of imperial predecessors, including Trajan and Hadrian, invested the 

young emperor with his own gravitas and auctoritas.  Given the political, economic and, 

especially, military conflicts of the 3rd c., the emulation of a 2nd c. architectural form 

juxtaposed with the colossal portrait of the young Gordian and the display of his imperial 

forbearers, presents a stunning assertion of normalcy in an age usually described as afflicted 

with crisis.64 We are left to wonder whether the architects and Gordian’s sculptor were 

attempting to construct a sense of 3rd c. composure, or whether the round building was an 

attempt to stabilize a situation that was becoming increasingly erratic.   

 The spiral staircase and the visitor’s movement around the center column is, I 

contend, an essential part of the political and ideological building program that I have 

described.  Today, due to the poor state of preservation, we can only make one and half turns 

before the stairs vanish (Figure 1.17).  The viewing platform in antiquity, perhaps rising as 

                                                                            
60 SHA “The Three Gordians,” 22.1-5. 
61 Hannestad, 1994, 56-8. 
62 Davies ibid., 86-92; on the cult of Sol Invictus in Rome, see also Drake (2000, 129-32); and Beard, 
North, and Price 1998, 1.259-60. 
63 Compare Eus. Vita Constantini (4.15) with Pan. Lat. 7.21.4, which interprets Constantine’s vision as an 
epiphany of Apollo-Sol; see “Change and Continuity in Adventus in the Fourth C.,” MacCormack 1981, 33-
50; see also Drake 2007. 
64 However, see APPENDIX B, “Gordian III and Sapor I.” 
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high as the rotunda (16 m) or even surpassing it, would have afforded a unique opportunity, 

and a unique vantage point, to look back at the towering walls of the Capitolium (Figure 

1.18).  Like the extant columns of Trajan or Marcus Aurelius in Rome, the pairing of a 

column with the act of circumambulation invites the viewer to participate first-hand in the 

ritual act of commemoration.65 Whether these columns were originally designed as funerary 

monuments is moot, as Davies points out.  Rather, each of these emperors’ columns employs 

a spiral frieze to manipulate the viewer into the process of circumambulation.  With each 

successive turn, either on the outside or in the inside stairwell, the viewer enacts the ritual of 

remembrance associated with funerary rites.  In each of these cases, the interior stairwell did 

not simply terminate in a generic view of the capital.  In Trajan’s case, the viewer, through a 

heightened appreciation of the emperor’s impressive building projects, beheld the fruits of 

the military campaigns which had financed Trajan’s urban improvements.  In the case of 

Marcus Aurelius, the viewer, gaining greater access to monuments honoring Trajan, Hadrian, 

and Antoninus Pius, was persuaded to place Marcus Aurelius himself amongst this same 

group of “good emperors” who had preceded him.  It was an act of self-promotion that 

reinforced the emperor’s image for posterity.66  

 With all of these architectural models, it is likely that the spiral stairway and column 

at Ostia’s round building also served as a monument glorifying (in the present) and 

commemorating (in the future) the imperial figure behind its construction.  The heights and 

the view afford by the platform, which overlooked Ostia’s Hadrianic Capitolium, thereby 

emerge as a tool for persuasion.67 The monument asks the 3rd c. viewer to see their 

contemporary ruler — in this instance, Gordian III — as the direct successor to those 2nd c. 

heads of state under whom the Roman Empire prospered.  Moreover, it may have used its 

                                                                            
65 On the metaphorical qualities of these monuments, see “The Dynamics of Form” in Davies ibid., 120-
35.  For a metaphorical reading of other monuments, such as the Pantheon, see MacDonald 1976. 
66 “The Column of Marcus Aurelius,” Davies ibid., 165-71. 
67 Coins minted in 242 C.E. confirm a similar sense of imperial optimism on display prior to Gordian’s 
departure for Mesopotamia (MacCormack 1981, 30 n. 78).  Other architectural projects attributed to 
Gordian III are few.  The family owned at least one villa outside Rome on the via Praenestina (Claridge 
1998, 340).  It was the Sassanian king Sapor I who erected Gordian’s most lasting memorial.  On a rock-
cut relief near Bishapur, Sapor is depicted trampling his vanquished Roman foe (Matheson 1972, 241). 
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lofty elevation to frame the present as having surpassed, or surmounted, that very past.  These 

political, dynastic, and ideological motivations may lie beneath the surface of Ostia’s 3rd c. 

round building.  Seen through the lens of Gordian’s youthful accession to the throne, and 

fortified with the hope that a young ruler could return stability to the empire, the building, 

with Gordian’s colossal visage, conveys substantial optimism.  Meiggs himself may have been 

right to attribute its completion to c. 240, coinciding with the emperor’s preparations to 

deploy to Mesopotamia.  Yet, departing Rome sometime before July 242, the young Gordian 

never returned from the battlefield.  What might have become a heroic symbol of Roman 

promise in the 3rd c. became one more visual reminder at the local level of dreams lost in a 

turbulent empire.68  

 

 Christianity Beneath the Surface 

 If we can trust later hagiographic sources, it was also in the 3rd c. that Christians at 

Ostia assumed a more visible social identity.69 It is important to stress, however, that these 

texts, produced by later Christian writers, may not necessarily provide an accurate historical 

record with which to reconstruct an image of the 3rd c. town.70 The circumstances 

surrounding a purported 3rd c. martyrdom offer a case in point.  

 According to their own retelling, it was the persecutions of Claudius II (ruled 268-

70) that inspired the Christian community to choose martyrdom over submission, embracing 

public spectacle as a way to testify to the power of their faith.  One such figure, whether 

historical or mythical is unclear, was the Ostian bishop, Cyriacus, who, along with several of 

his companions, was executed at an arch near the town’s theater (ad arcum ante theatrum, 

                                                                            
68 For the date of Gordian’s departure, see Trout 1989, 225-26. 
69 On these later hagiographic traditions which purport to describe 3rd c. C.E. martyrdoms at Ostia, see 
Dufourcq (19882, 244-49).  I will treat one of these, the martyrdom of Aurea and her companions, in 
more detail in CHAPTER FOUR. Other purported 3rd c. martyrs include Censorinus (AASS September, p. 518-
24); and Asterius (AASS October, p. 6-11, with a second tradition at AASS January II, p. 214-19); and 
Caius (AASS February, III, p. 64). 
70 As mentioned in the INTRODUCTION, there is little, if any, archaeological evidence that would confirm a 
highly visible and explicitly Christian cultural identity during this same time.    
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2.15).71  In 1971, Patrizio Pensabene and Fausto Zevi identified the remains of this triumphal 

arch and reconstructed sixteen fragments of its inscription. 72 Once spanning the width of the 

Decumanus Maximus, the arch and its inscription date to the reign of Caracalla (Figure 

1.19) and have provoked a renewed interest in both the martyr story of Cyriacus and its 

possible basis in historical reality.  In fact, decades earlier, during the excavations at the turn 

of the 20th c., Dante Vaglieri had identified the remains of a fountain house and small 

“oratory,” or semicircular building in this same area, approximately 2 m above the street level 

(Figure 1.20).73 Among the several sarcophagi located here was a plaque whose epigraph 

reads, “Here Quiriacus [Cyriacus] rests in peace” (Figure 1.21).74 Today, the confluence of 

textual and material evidence from these disparate archaeological investigations lends 

credence to the idea that the “Quiriacus” plaque discovered at this site near the theater does, 

indeed, commemorate the eponymous Ostian bishop, purported to have lived and died in the 

3rd c.  

 The construction date of this “oratory” or chapel with its sarcophagus and 

commemorative plaque, however, takes us well beyond the chronological limits of this 

present chapter.  In fact, at the time of its discovery, Vaglieri suggested the structure had been 

erected sometime between the 6th and 8th c.  Most recently, Lidia Paroli, based on 

reexamination of the archaeological evidence and, in particular, the masonry of the extant 

walls, has now offered a slightly later range, extending perhaps into the early 9th c.75 Given 

this broad range of dates for the architectural commemoration erected at the site, it is entirely 

understandable that scholars have often denied any verifiable historical connection between 

the “Quiriacus sarcophagus” and the 3rd c. burial of the bishop of the same name.76 As the 

archaeological data confirms, the urban memorial adjoining the theater, dedicated to a 

                                                                            
71 See APPENDIX A. 
72 Zevi and Pensabene 1971, 487 and Figure 1, as well as 506-15. 
73 Vaglieri 1910b. 
74 “hic | Quiriacus | dormit in pace,” Vaglieri ibid., 137 and Figure 4 (0.93 by 0.60 m) [= CIL 14.5232 = 
ILCV 3217].  The letters themselves are approximately 0.045 m tall; see also Aurea Roma No. 322  (2001, 
618-19). 
75 Paroli 1993, 168-73. 
76 Brenk 2003, 41; see also ibid. 2001, 264. 
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person named Cyriacus, was erected on the Decumanus at least three centuries after the 

martyrdom of the 3rd c. bishop, who may, indeed, have been executed nearby (if we accept 

the hagiographic tradition).  Consequently, I intend to view the Cyriacus inscription not 

through the lens of the 3rd c. Christian community of Ostia, for which there remains little, if 

no, material evidence; but rather through the lens of the Christian community that erected 

the commemorative display.  Such a discussion is a more proper to the 6th c., at the earliest; 

and so it is there (at the end, not the beginning, of this present study) that I have located this 

small but important sign of visible Christianity at Ostia.   
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Chapter 2 
 

Ostia’s Most Ancient Sanctuary 
 The Fourth Century 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In 1945 Herbert Bloch published an inscription from Ostia (AE 1941 no. 66) as 

evidence of a Late Antique “pagan revival.”1 The complete text with restorations reads as 

follows: 

[Domini]s n[ostris Th]eodosio Arca[di]o et Eu[genio] | 
[pi]is felicibus [toto] orbe victoribus semper [Aug(ustis)] | 
[.  .] Numerius Proiect[us v(ir) c(larissimus) pra]ef(ectus) ann(onae) cellam 
Hercu[lis restituit] 
 
To our masters, Theodosius, Arcadius and Eugenius, forever pious (pii), 
blessed Emperors (Augusti), victors over the whole world, Numerius Proiectus, 
a vir clarissimus and prefect of the grain, restored the “Temple of Hercules.”2 
 

By funding and, more importantly, advertising the restoration of an ancient temple of Hercules 

at Ostia, he argued, the sponsors of the restoration were attempting to influence public opinion, 

casting themselves as a formidable opposition party to the ruling Christian factions. According 

to Bloch’s interpretation, in 393-94 C.E., the “pagan revival” rallied around Eugenius’ claim to 

the Western empire.  Eugenius himself was preparing an army to attack the ruling emperor 

Theodosius.  In 394 at the Frigidus River, on the border between Italy and modern Slovenia, 

Theodosius defeated this imperial usurper.3 Calling the Ostian inscription a “new document” in 

“[t]he final phase of this struggle,” Bloch framed his subsequent discussion of it in light of 

archaeological evidence suggesting the Temple of Hercules was the most historic sacred 

                                                                            
1 Bloch 1945; see also Bloch 1963.   
2 “Temple of Hercules” is Bloch’s translation (1945, 201-2).  The inscription, discussed in more detail 
below, is AE 1948 n. 127 [= AE 1941 n. 66]. 
3 For narratives of the period, see, for example, Jones 1966, 74-86; and Averil Cameron 1993, 66-84. 
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monument at Rome’s old harbor.  In particular, he proposed that the temple was a fitting and 

powerful architectural symbol for a “pagan party” eager to establish the cultural force of its own 

historic roots.4  

Since Bloch’s article first appeared, however, and especially in the aftermath of its re-

publication in 1963, social historians have cast an increasingly skeptical eye on the concept of a 

“pagan revival.”  As a result, over the course of the 20th c. and today, the force of Bloch’s general 

argument has been diminished.  Even so, basic assumptions about the Ostian evidence have 

remained unchallenged.  The Late Antique inscription referring to the restoration of a “Temple 

to Hercules” is one such piece of material I will analyze in this chapter.  Before proceeding, 

however, I would like to survey some of the recent trends in Late Antique history in the West, 

particularly as it pertains to the established narratives of the 4th c., in order to explain why the 

core of Bloch’s thesis is now increasingly untenable.5 The following survey, broadly covering 

the period from Diocletian to Theodosius, lays the necessary foundation for the more detailed, 

second part of this chapter.  My goal here is to touch upon, engage with and illuminate selected 

“flashpoints” in the 4th c. narrative, as interpreted through the eyes of contemporary scholars, 

in order to establish a context for my own subsequent discussion of Hercules, Eugenius, and 

Ostian architectural and artistic programs in Late Antiquity.  Thus, Constantine’s “conversion,” 

the brief reign of Julian, Gratian’s removal of the Altar of Victory from the Curia, and 

Theodosius’ proscriptive Christian legislation are some of the moments that now demand a 

closer look. 

 

Reviewing the 4th c. Narrative 

Several scholars, among them John Curran, Harold Drake and Jaś Elsner, have recently 

shed new light on the relationship between the emperor Constantine (ruled 306-37 C.E) and 

the status of Christianity in the empire at the time.  For example, scholars once considered 

                                                                            
4 Bloch 1945, 202. 
5 See Salzman 1990, 193-246; see also Alan Cameron 1999, 109-21; Drake 2000, 246-47; and Hedrick 
2000, 47-54. 
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Constantine’s “Edict of Milan” (313 C.E.), an imperial letter that sanctioned the worship and 

practice of Christianity, to have been a watershed provoking harsh opposition between 

adherents of the new arrival and those who supported traditional religions.  Now, however, 

Curran, Drake and others have brought a more skeptical eye to the interpretation of this decree, 

whose text is preserved only in pro-Christian second-hand sources.6 Drake, for instance, has 

read its promulgation of a “free ability to follow the religious practices [religio] of one’s 

choosing” as a savvy diplomatic maneuver whereby the emperor used a policy of outreach to 

persecuted Christians in order to forge a more stable state.7  Jaś Elsner has brought a similar 

interpretative framework to bear on his reading on Rome’s arch of Constantine, which 

attributes the emperor’s victory over Maxentius not to any specific divine figure but rather to an 

”instinctu divinitatis.” According to Elsner, the arch’s visual program of juxtaposing older 

artworks with contemporary pieces executed specifically for the monument, underscores how 

Constantine promoted continuity through tradition, appropriating pieces from the Trajanic, 

Hadrianic, and Antonine past in order to assert the successes of the present emperor.8  

Nevertheless, in spite of conciliatory politics and eclectic artistic programs, Constantine’s ruling 

coalition did begin to unravel in the first half of the 4th c.  Drake and others have attributed this 

development to the increasingly intolerant attitudes of 4th c. bishops.9 

Because this ascendancy of episcopal power coincided with the construction of more 

visible Christian architecture in Rome, like S. Pietro in Vaticano or S. Giovanni in Laterano, 

earlier scholarship has often characterized the decades following Constantine’s death as a 

period of Christian triumph and viewed any subsequent concern for traditional cults and 

temples as the product of an attempted “revival.” The brief but complex reign of the emperor 

Julian (361-63 C.E.) has often borne such a label.  Described in some textual sources as 

virulently anti-Christian, Julian himself, it seems, willingly embraced an open hostility towards 

                                                                            
6 Namely, Lactantius De Mort. Persec. 48.1-12 (Latin) and Eusebius HE 10.5.2-14 (Greek) [= Crooke and 
Harries 1982, 13-14]. 
7 “…ut daremus et Christianis et omnibus liberam potestatem sequendi religionem quam quisque 
voluisset,” Lact.  ibid., 48.2; see also Drake 2000, 32, 192-231, 245-50. 
8 “Past and Present,” in Elsner 2000, 163-75 
9 See Drake 2000, 20-32; see also essays in Lenski (ed.) 2006, 111-36 and 159-82. 
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this upstart cult, Christianity, deriding both it and its followers, as evidenced in parts of his own 

epistolary output.10 Glenn Bowersock and John Matthews, however, have now offered a more 

temperate, contextualized view of the emperor’s reign.  Bowersock is keen to point out that 

Julian’s overt concern for the public appearance of temples and his desire to reinstate animal 

sacrifice are issues specifically limited to the eastern regions of the empire, not the west, where 

urban temples and shrines continued to stand.11 Recent archaeological surveys of Rome, for 

example, confirm an image of 4th c. temple architecture that belies any need of restoration.12 In 

addition, Michele Salzman, through an analysis of the 4th c. festival calendar, has revealed no 

discernible transformation in religious practices in the capital during the same time period.13 In 

contrast, local priests in the cities of the Greek East, who were responsible for funding religious 

festivals and maintaining their social position in town, were channeling their limited supply of 

money towards more self-serving types of public beneficence, like chariot races or games.14 By 

draining their own coffers to fund public spectacles, they often lacked the extra money needed 

for large displays of religious sacrifice, one of Julian’s primary concerns in the region.  In fact, 

when viewed through the commentary of Ammianus Marcellinus, who was writing in Rome 

during the 4th c., Julian’s initiatives in the eastern half of the empire do not especially stand out 

for their anti-Christian or pro-traditional overtones.  Rather, as John Matthews has 

demonstrated, Ammianus identifies Julian’s “superstitious” nature as the emperor’s dominant 

character flaw; that is, it was the emperor’s excessive piety, which transgressed the bounds of 

proper Roman religio, which distinguished his short reign.15 According to this analysis, Julian’s 

rule is only remarkable for the actions and writings of its colorful personality, none of which 

provide secure evidence for the decline or disappearance of traditional cults, temples or 

practices at the time. 

                                                                            
10 For example, Lib. Or. 18.126, and Julian Ep. 26.415C-D, 
11 Bowersock 1978, 79-93. 
12 Meneghini 2003, 1049-50. 
13 Salzman 1990, 227-31. 
14 Bradbury 1995, 347-55. 
15 On Julian’s superstitio, see Amm. Marc. RG 22.12.6 and 25.4.17; see also “The Rise of Julian” in 
Matthews 1989, 81-114. 
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by no means secure.  Cameron suggests that Gratian’s refusal of the title “pontifex maximus” 

may have taken place much later than the ancient writer claims.19 Meanwhile, a surviving 

inscription from Rome specifically identifies Gratian with the same priestly title he purportedly 

rejected, thus raising serious questions about the impact and perception of the emperor’s 

purported refusal in the eyes of the Late Roman populace.20 Secondly, as Neil McLynn and 

Cristiana Sogno have shown, the literary sources pertaining to the removal of the Altar of 

Victory are themselves more reflective of the ideologies of the parties involved than they are 

unbiased journalism of a purported 4th c. “conflict.” McLynn, for example, has studied how 

Ambrose himself collected, presented and ultimately preserved this series of imperial exchanges 

as a tool for the promotion of his own status among the Christian community in Milan.21 

Similarly, Sogno, in her study of the Roman senator’s literary oeuvre, has proposed that 

Symmachus’ own interest in the issue stemmed, in part, from his desire to secure imperial favor 

for his tenure as urban prefect.22 Considering these caveats, I agree with McLynn and others 

who now view the episode of the altar not only as a political and religious construct of the 

bishop of Milan but also as a late 4th c. event whose wider social and cultural significance was 

limited, not catastrophic.23  

Nevertheless, by the 390s the emperor Theodosius, acting independently of Gratian in 

the east, effected the strongest changes yet on behalf of Catholic Christianity.  The most 

proscriptive of these laws appeared on February 28, 380 C.E.  Addressed specifically to the 

people of Constantinople, Theodosius’ decree established Catholic Christianity as the religion 

of the state and prohibited the worship of the traditional gods.24 The succession of laws that 

followed this pronouncement, however, has usually caused scholars to question the 
                                                                            
19 Cameron 1968, 96.  Cameron has also recently suggested (2007, 364-72) that over the course of the 
fourth, fifth, and sixth centuries, the title itself, “pontifex maximus,” was undergoing a transformation, 
with the use of inclitus beginning to replace the earlier, more traditional adjective maximus. 
20 CIL 6.1175.  At present, I am preparing a separate discussion of this inscription and its topographical, 
social and cultural significance as a feature of the Late Antique Roman cityscape. Regarding the episode 
in Zosimus, it is also possible that this later historian fabricated the episode to critique the 6th c. ruling 
emperor Anastasius. I am currently exploring this angle, as well. 
21 McLynn 1994, 166-67. 
22 Sogno 2006, 45-54. 
23 For example, Ebbeler and Sogno 2007, 240-41. 
24 CTh. 16.1.2. 
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effectiveness of the original decree.  In 391-92 C.E., for example, a law circulated which deemed 

animal sacrifice illegal and forbade the visitation of temples, two activities that apparently 

continued even after the emperor’s earlier decree.25 A trail of similar, redundant legislation leads 

into the first decades of the 5th c.  Thus, with this series of final legislative blows, traditional 

religious practices, having waned during the decades after Constantine and through Gratian’s 

reign, finally disappeared from Mediterranean cities.  That, at least, is the official narrative as 

read from the pages of the Theodosian Code.  But what did these laws mean for daily life in 

Late Antiquity? What did it mean to publish a law?  

John Matthews has addressed the lack of contextualization that often creates problems 

for scholars who use the Theodosian Code as historical evidence.  Conceived in 429 C.E., the 

collection was assembled by a team of imperial workers who presented the finished volume to 

the emperor Theodosius II in Constantinople nine years after they had begun.26 As Matthews 

elucidates in his study, however, the disparate geographical and administrative nature of the 

archival sources, from cities across the Mediterranean, some preserved  only within local or 

imperial archives, belies the image of unity that the finished project aimed to represent.27 

Furthermore, Matthews draws attention to several facets of the ancient publication process of 

individual decrees that modern scholars often omit in their citation of 4th or 5th c. legislation, 

such as the geographic origin of a law, the name or names of the imperial officials to whom the 

law is addressed, and the place where it was eventually received.28 These administrative details 

often vary from law to law; and any one of them may have affected the promulgation of a 

decree, a process that ultimately involved writing the law on paper, painting it on linen or 

chiseling it in stone in order to display a copy in town.29 As Matthews makes clear, the transient 

nature of the first two publication options, the most common for legal displays, frequently 

                                                                            
25 CTh. 16.10.10-12. 
26 Matthews 2000, vii, 1-7. 
27 “The Code and Its Sources” in Matthews ibid., 280-93. 
28 “Delivering the Law,” ibid., 169-99. 
29 In modern scholarship, as a result, there is often a “leveling” of the legislative evidence that distorts 
the local, or limited, nature of many of these laws. 
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subjected these texts to the wear and tear of the elements.30 In sum, without denying the value 

of the Theodosian Code as a source for the study of 4th and 5th c. society, Matthews succeeds 

in contextualizing the nature of these imperial decrees, the circumstances of individual 

publication and the broader program that lay behind the actual collection.  Moreover, it should 

be stressed that all of this work came a full generation after Theodosius I had ostensibly 

“decreed” the end of “pagan religion.” 

When viewed alongside the work of other scholars who have raised questions about the 

acceptance or enforcement of individual laws in Late Antiquity, it is very likely that the 

legislative changes wrought by Theodosius I to promote Catholic Christianity did not produce 

the neat, tidy and immediate disappearance of Rome’s traditional religious practices at the end 

of the 4th c.31 

 

The 4th c. Narrative: A Summary 

As a result of scholarly investigations spanning the reign of Constantine to Theodosius 

II, contemporary research suggests that a “conflict model” of social relations between Christians 

and followers of Rome’s traditional religions in the late 4th and early 5th c. is a difficult 

proposition to sustain.  Whereas Bloch used the Ostian inscription from 393-94 C.E. as 

evidence for an imperial struggle with religious undertones, I have aimed to show why 

subsequent scholars have gradually shied away from attributing exclusively religious motives to 

the events of the 4th c.  To be clear, modern scholarship admits that the fault does not entirely 

lie with Bloch, who, at the time of his article, had relied upon Macrobius’ Saturnalia as 

supporting evidence of a powerful “pagan party.”  This party represented “the last Romans” 

who were engaged in a final valiant stand against Christianity at the end of the 4th c.32 

Macrobius’ text does, indeed, present an impassioned defense of traditional Greco-Roman 

                                                                            
30 ibid., 187-90. 
31 For example, consider the riots in support of traditional religious practices which purportedly took 
place in Sufes, North Africa, in 399 C.E. (Aug. Ep. 50); or the riots which may have followed celebration 
of a traditional festival in Calama, North Africa, in 408 (Aug. Ep. 90-91 and 103-04); see also the 
discussion at O’Donnell 2005, 184-87.  
32 Bloch 1945, 203-08; see also Cameron 1999, 120-21. 



  
60 

religion.  However, earlier scholars had viewed the dialogue, set shortly before the death of 

Vettius Agorius Praetextatus in 384 C.E., as a piece of direct testimony about the decades 

preceding Eugenius’ attempted coup.33 In 1966 Alan Cameron challenged that long-established 

view.  He redated its composition to the 430s, divorcing the time of its writing from the time of 

its purported setting and thereby reframing the significance of the dialogue.34 In part, the lack of 

any reference to Macrobius or to his work in the voluminous correspondence of Q. Aurelius 

Symmachus, one of the protagonists featured in the dialogue, suggested to Cameron that the 

Saturnalia was the product of a later time, not contemporary with the setting of the dialogue.35 

Without the benefit of Cameron’s analysis, however, Bloch built his case on the assumption that 

the Saturnalia offered a faithful reflection of late 4th c. society.  In hindsight, of course, it thus 

appears quite understandable why Bloch chose to view the moment of Eugenius’ revolt through 

the lens of a “pagan party.” The Ostian evidence that he marshaled to support his case, on the 

other hand, demands another look. 

The discovery of a Temple of Hercules at Ostia is one topic worth reconsidering.  

Although Hercules’ cult did play a role in the daily life of the town, as minor artifacts like lamps 

attest,36 I propose that the building currently identified as a “Temple of Hercules” has been 

erroneously attributed to the god when, in fact, it may have been the location of Ostia’s most 

revered and most ancient sanctuary, honoring the god Vulcan.37 Not only does this temple’s 

masonry suggest that it was restored in the late 4th c.; but an entirely new structure rose within 

the same precinct during the first decades of the 5th c., confirming signs of life in Ostia’s ancient 

sanctuary.  Consequently, in the absence of any identifiable “Temple of Hercules” at Ostia, I 

will argue that the inscription Bloch used to support his argument of a late 4th c. “pagan revival” 
                                                                            
33 PLRE 1 “Praetextatus 1.” 
34 Philologically, Cameron questioned the assumption that Jerome’s letters (from 393-406 C.E) contained 
references to the Saturnalia.  According to Cameron, Jerome’s textual sources for a discussion of 
medicine and the magical-philosophical use of numbers were, more likely, Plato and Galen, not 
Macrobius (1966, 27-28). 
35 Cameron ibid., 33-34 
36 Note also a highly fragmentary inscription whose findspot is unknown: “C(aio) Cartilio —— | duovir se —
— | Hercul(ano) a(ugustali),” CIL 14.315 [= CIL 14.4254].  Rieger (2004, 230-31) interprets the text as 
evidence for a collegial group associated with Hercules. 
37 In this respect, I am generally following the lead of M. Laird (2000), who has also returned to Ostian 
excavation reports to question the legitimacy of long-standing building attributions. 
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has no connection to any known religious structure in the town.  In fact, as I will suggest, it is 

likely that the inscription came from the baths at the Porta Marina gate, where the Scottish 

painter Gavin Hamilton found four statues of the Labors of Hercules in the 1770s.  These 

statues, now in the Vatican, may have once decorated a hall of the Late Antique bath complex.  

Thus, rather than giving signs of a “pagan revival,” the inscription honoring all three emperors 

and the architectural interventions at the sanctuary as a whole evoke a dynamic environment in 

which traditional sites, like temples and baths, retained their cultural prominence in the Late 

Antique city during the 4th and early 5th c. 

  

 Ostia (1938) 

During the summer season of 1938, Guido Calza and his team were working in the area 

west of the Horrea Epagathiana when they found a large temple (1.15.5); a statue dedicated by 

an Ostian notable, G. Cartilius Poplicola;38 and a marble altar dedicated to Hercules (Figures 

2.1 and 2.2), whose top has been hollowed out for the burning of incense.  The inscription on 

the front face reads, “Hostilius Antipater, vir perfectissimus, prefect of the grain-supply and 

curator of the Ostian town [erected this altar] for Hercules, the Unconquerable God.”39 

According to Calza’s description, the altar was “in situ on the porch”; and he used its text to 

identify the site as the “Temple of Hercules.”  This attribution has remained largely 

unquestioned in subsequent literature.40 The inscription itself, however, makes no reference to 

a building of any kind (Figure 2.3).41  Indeed, at the time Calza and, later, Giovanni Becatti 

expressed surprise at this discovery of a large temple dedicated to Hercules at Ostia.  Any 

indication that Hercules had played a significant role in the religious topography of the town 
                                                                            
38 MusOst. inv. 121; G. Picard, citing numismatic examples from Lyon, Sicily and Rome, has 
demonstrated that the statue, with one foot raised on a pedestal, represents an image of the town’s 
genius (1976, 123-24). 
39 “deo invicto Herculi Hostilius Antipater v(ir) p(erfectissimus) prae(fectus) ann(onae) curat(or) rei 
public(ae) ost(iensium),” AE 1948.126; see also Zevi 1971b. 
40 Calza 1938, 606-07; see also Becatti 1938-39, 38; and Meiggs 19732, 336-53. 
41 Bloch deduced a late 3rd c. or possibly early 4th c. C.E. date for this altar based on the appearance 
(on side one of the marble) of the name P. Flavius Priscus, who served under the emperor Gallienus (d. 
C.E. 268); and Hostilius Antipater’s title, ‘vir perfectissimus’, an honorific which falls out of use in the 
first decades of the 4th c.; see ibid. 1945, 200-01.  The complete text reads: “deo | invicto Herculi | 
Hostilius Antipater | v(ir) p(erfectissimus) praef(ectus) ann(onae) | curat(or) rei public(ae) Ost(iensis).”  
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had been relatively scarce until then.42 In the first place, the only previously-known Hercules 

evidence from the archaeological record comprised a few tomb paintings from Isola Sacra, 

fragmentary inscriptions, some small statuettes, and one or two terracotta lamps (for example, 

Figure 2.4) — in sum, nothing monumental and nothing which had prepared the excavators 

for unearthing an entire sanctuary.  Moreover, from the time of Ostia’s foundation to its life in 

late antiquity, there was no reference to a “Temple of Hercules” in any epigraphic or other 

textual source.  Nothing mentioned the construction of such a building or its dedication or its 

restoration. The town Fasti were equally silent about any local festival in Hercules’ honor.  

Multiple inscriptions, on the other hand, had testified that Vulcan, not Hercules, had been 

Ostia’s premier local deity.43 

 

Ostia (1939) 

The following year, Becatti published his analysis of the material remains of the site, 

and relying upon the work of Lily Ross Taylor, brought together all the information about 

Hercules at Ostia.  It was the first substantial article to be published since Calza’s discovery, and 

it offered a survey of the sanctuary that has won lasting approval.  The masonry of the temple 

walls revealed two dominant phases: an initial construction in the first half of the 1st c. B.C.E. 

and an extensive reconstruction in the 2nd c. C.E.44 Even as other aspects of the temple precinct 

remain the object of study, scholars still support Becatti’s analysis of its date and construction 

with only slight modification, thus allowing for a construction date during the last decades of 

the 2nd c. B.C.E.45 The lasting impact of Becatti’s work may be due, in part, to the fact he 

offered his readers more than a simple sketch of the building’s architectural history and 

development.  Beginning with a description of the discovery of an important travertine relief 

sculpture, Becatti offered a comprehensive reading of the sanctuary space from first excavation 

                                                                            
42 Becatti 1938-39, 37; see also Taylor 1912, 36-7. 
43 “Republican Cults,” Meiggs 19732, 336-53; see also Rose 1933; and “Les sacerdoces,” Sanchez 2001, 
147 with Appendix 1-5 and 7; discussion to follow; see also De Caro 1968. 
44 For a more thorough study of the opus incertum (1st c. B.C.E.) and latericium (2nd c. C.E.) masonry, 
see Becatti et al. 1954, 106; see also Heres 1982, 422-24.   
45 Rieger 2004, 225-31; see also Mar 1990, 137-60. 
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through identification of the temple.  This narrative began on 14 and 22 June of the previous 

year, 1938, when excavations had brought to light two pieces of a frieze, found in two different 

rooms of the building directly east of the temple (Figure 2.5).46 It was the first piece of 

evidence to offer any hint about the broader social, cultural, cultic or religious aspects of the 

Hercules sanctuary at Ostia (Figure 2.6).47  

 The frieze measures 1.45 m long by 0.71 m tall, with an inscription carved above the 

figural panel.48 The text, 5.0 cm at its highest, reads as follows: C. FULVIUS  SALVIS  

HARUSPEXS  D[ONUM]  D[EDIT].  Based on the forms of the letters, Becatti dated the 

relief to the first half of the 1st c. B.C.E.; Salvis’ name is otherwise unattested. Continuing 

beneath this inscription, Becatti then interpreted a three-part visual narrative, reading from 

right to left.  The first scene (right) is a group of three fishermen, pulling their net and their 

catches from the sea.  There is more than fish for dinner, however.   Inside the net is a bearded 

male, seen in profile, facing left; and a rectangular chest, or crate, at bottom of the netting.  The 

second scene (center) is an interaction between a bearded male and a young man dressed in a 

toga.  This bearded male, standing on the right of a plinth or open chest, hands the young man a 

rectangular object.  An examination of the travertine relief shows that this object is preserved 

intact.  On its face Becatti read the following letters: ‘ORT • H.’  Unfortunately, the third scene 

in this sequence (left) is only partially preserved.  A male in a toga, facing left, offers something 

with his outstretched hand.  At his shoulder, a winged victory, facing away from the male, holds 

one side of a wreath.   

Becatti began his analysis by observing that the bearded figure caught within the netting 

“is easily identified with Hercules by the raised club which he grasps on the right… [It is] 

                                                                            
46 Becatti does not specify the precise location of the pieces any further (1938-39, 39). 
47 I am grateful to the Soprintendenza per i beni archeologici di Ostia ad interim, Dr. Angelo Bottini and 
Dr. Margerita Bedello, for permitting me both to examine and to photograph the relief in July-August 
2006; and to the Direttore archeologo coordinatore, Angelo Pellegrino, for permission to conduct further 
study in the fall of 2007. 
48 The inscription, including the additional four letters that appear in the central scene, was published as 
one entry (AE 1941 n. 67). 
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Hercules in the act of [an] attack.”49 Building on this identification, the excavator proposed that 

the scene at the right represented the discovery of a Hercules statue, perhaps a lost Archaic or 

Early Classical bronze figure similar in style to the Zeus of Artemisia.50 Both in modern and 

ancient sources, recovery of treasures lost at sea is a familiar one.  The warriors from Riace 

Marina, Italy, uncovered in 1972 and dated to the second quarter of the 5th c. B.C.E, are a well-

known contemporary example.51 Republican Rome was equally aware of these kinds of chance 

discoveries.  In 278 B.C.E., according to Cicero, the temple of the god Summanus (the Vulcan 

of the night) was struck by lightning; and its cult statue was miraculously thrown into the Tiber.  

The haruspices were consulted, the river searched, and the image of the god was retrieved from 

the water intact.52  

Having established these focal two focal points in the right-hand scene, “Hercules” and 

“the chest,” Becatti then turned to the center of the frieze.  Here, again, was Hercules, not a 

statue but the god himself, standing center stage, holding his club against his left shoulder.  The 

beard and hair were the same, Becatti noticed, except now the hero, instead of attacking with his 

lion’s club, was extending his right hand, offering a rectangular object to the boy opposite him.  

In between these two figures, placed on top of a pyramidal stump, Becatti recognized the square 

“chest” from the previous scene.  To Becatti, the action was clear.  Hercules had reached into 

the chest and withdrawn a writing tablet, one that had been folded shut.  Indeed, it was this kind 

of hinged tablet, or diptych, that was depicted in its open form above the heads of Hercules and 

the young boy (Figure 2.7).   

Becatti tells us that he strained to read what had been chiseled on the face of this closed 

tablet due to the extremely small size of the letters.53 Autopsy of the travertine relief in the 

                                                                            
49 “Dentro la rete è visible una figura barbata…che si identifica facilmente con Ercole per la clava che 
impugna nella destra alzata… Ercole in atto di assalto” (Becatti 1938-39, 40). 
50 Becatti ibid., 44 and 51.   
51 Triches (ed.) 1984.  Some scholars believe that the two Riace bronzes were originally intended for a 
commemoraive ensemble in Greece and that the sculptures were lost at sea after being looted by Rome; 
see Osborne 1998, 161. 
52 Cicero de Div. 1.10.16. 
53 “alcune lettere le quali, non facilmente leggibili a prima vista per la loro piccolezza,” Becatti 1938-39, 
41. 
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summer of 2006 and again in the fall of 2007 confirmed the difficulty he faced in reading the 

letters inscribed on this peculiar object.  They are approximately 1.1 cm high.  In this example, I 

have reprinted them in a sans-serif script to replicate their exact effect on the eye (Figure 2.8): 

‘ORT • H.’ The fact that the letters on the plaque appear in a different script than the letters in 

the dedicatory inscription of Gaius Fulvius is a point Becatti never mentions nor does he ever 

take account of it in his analysis.  L’Année épigraphique published both lines of text as one entry 

in 1941.  To date, no one has attempted to explain the slight discrepancy.   

In 1939, the primary concern was much broader: to interpret the frieze, relate it to its 

archaeological context, and demonstrate its usefulness as a piece of historical evidence.  Becatti 

proposed to fill out the missing letters as follows: ‘[S]ORT[ES] H[ERCULIS],’ the lots (sortes) 

of Hercules.  Today, a strong body of literary, archaeological, and numismatic material has 

confirmed the Roman practice of drawing tablets, or lots, to determine a future course of 

action; and priests and staff of the cult of Hercules frequently administered such 

consultations.54 Indeed, by 1942, perhaps because of the confidence of his reading, Becatti 

dropped the brackets around the conjectured first letter, the ‘S.’55 The practice of reading lots, 

however, was never in doubt.56 Becatti’s singular contribution was to hypothesize that the 

Ostian “Temple of Hercules” (1.15.5) had functioned in a similar way, that is, as an oracular 

shrine honoring the god.  From this, Becatti concluded that the event depicted at the center of 

the travertine relief illustrated a specific aspect of religious life at Ostia.  

 

                                                                            
54 A sanctuary at Barbarano, near Padua, for instance, yielded seventeen such bronze tablets of similar 
shape to that depicted on the Ostian relief (CIL 1.1439-54). At Praeneste (Palestrina) excavators 
discovered a similar example (CIL 14.2863); see also Wissowa 1912, 258-60. 
55 Becatti 1942, 115-25.  It is also probable that dropped brackets are a publication error. 
56 This archaeological evidence merged nicely with textual and numismatic evidence attesting to the 
popularity of the sortes throughout the Italian peninsula during the Republican age; see, for example, RE 
13.1455-67, ‘Losung.’ The Temple of Hercules at Tibur is particularly prominent in literary sources; see 
‘quod ni templa darent alias Tiynthia sortes, / et Praenestinae poterant migrare sorores,’ Stat. Silv. 
1.3.79-80; ‘quaeque Aniena sacras Tiburs per flumina sortes, / portarat sicco pertuleratque sinu,’ Tib. 
Eleg 2.5.69-70.  Moreover, Republican coins often depict the bust of a young woman holding forth a 
rectangular scroll or tablet, labeled with the word ‘sors’; see BMCRR 1.436.3525-32, with images at table 
44.23-4; the earrings and the brooches at the left and right shoulder of the person clearly indicate that 
the figure is a woman, pace Becatti. 
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Ostia (1938) — Redux  

At this point it will be beneficial to pause and to review the excavation history thus far 

with particular attention to a few critical details.  Proceeding in similar chronological fashion, let 

us begin first with the discovery of the altar.  The excavation report, archival photographs and a 

contemporary autopsy of the site all contradict the claim that it was found “in situ on the 

porch.”57 First of all, the floor of the temple porch had already been ripped up at the time of the 

altar’s discovery.  Becatti reports, “The large staircase of eight stairs was preserved in travertine 

throughout a great part, but there were no remains of the architectural elements of the porch or 

cella.  And the complete and systematic despoiling (la spoliazione completa e sistematica) of the 

porch and cella indicates the uses of marble, or at least travertine, for the columns and for the 

pavement (pavimentazione).”58 A photograph taken at the time of the excavation confirms that 

the altar was originally found sitting on top of soil, not on top of an ancient temple floor 

(Figure 2.9).59 Thus, the mosaic on site at present is entirely a 20th c. restoration project.  

Close inspection reveals the presence of modern concrete underneath a broken corner of the 

altar slab (Figure 2.10).  It is highly unlikely that the Hercules altar remained on the porch of 

Ostia’s oldest temple in the same place for two millennia.   

Indeed, inscriptions and altars are notorious drifters.60 The Hercules altar should not be 

considered an exception.  Even in the late 3rd c. C.E., the stone itself was already on its second 

life.  Upside-down and on the reverse is an earlier inscription from the time of Gallienus, when 

the marble altar had once been used as a statue base.61 Thus, considering the ruined state of the 

buildings around it, the complete despoliation of the columns and the porch, and the absence of 

any other dedications comparable in size at such an important cult center, the altar’s relevance 

                                                                            
57 Calza 1938, 606-07. 
58 Becatti 1938-39, 39. 
59 SOA (“Soprintendenza di Ostia Antica”) Archivio Fotografico Neg. B2627; see also SAO Archivio 
Fotografico Neg. C1130, B2728 and B3338. I would like to extend my sincere thanks to Elvira Angeloni for 
her assistance in studying and procuring copies of these photographs. 
60 Ostian marbles and inscriptions have migrated over time.  A cippus from Ostia found its way to the 
cathedral of Pisa (CIL 14.9) and a dedication by an Ostian guild appears in the Baptistery of San Giovanni 
in Florence (CIL 14.105); see Bignamini 2001, 41-7; and also Meiggs 19732, 102-10.   
61 Bloch 1945, 200-01. 



  
67 

to the identification of the large temple in the late Republican sanctuary is tenuous, at best.  To 

me, the placement of the altar in the middle of the porch, that is, on top of the destroyed ancient 

floor, makes such a nice presentation of the limited remains that the culprits may have been a 

generation of earlier antiquarians, eager to compose their idea of a classical scene and impose it 

on the ruined landscape.  In doing so, they may even have moved the altar from the cella or from 

one of the other, unidentified temples.  Whatever may have happened, one point is certain.  In 

1938, it would have been far safer to conclude that the attribution of the temple remained 

unclear.  

 

Ostia (1939) — Redux  

The travertine relief, published one year after the discovery of the temple and altar, was 

indeed a propitious discovery.  It speaks of shipwrecks at sea and recovered cargo; and suggests 

the cultural significance Romans assigned to unexplainable events, like monstra and prodigia.  

Dedicated by a haruspex, it underscores the religious importance of these priests, trained in the 

Etruscan discipline, who played an important cultural role in assigning meaning to these events.  

Moreover, the frieze confirms the use of sortes, or lots, to tell the future, a practice over which 

the haruspices also presided.62 Gaius Fulvius Salvis himself, named as “haruspexs” in the 

dedicatory inscription, may even have been motivated to erect the relief, in part, to honor one 

of his predecessors.  But how do these tantalizing clues illuminate, if they do at all, the nature of 

the sanctuary and cult practices in this corner of Ostia? Like Becatti, H. Fuhrmann, R. Meiggs 

and others, I believe that the travertine relief can contribute to our understanding of the 

sanctuary in which it was found.63 However, let us consider the artifact anew.    

Becatti’s reading of the relief proceeded a priori from the premise that the large temple 

at the center of the sanctuary had originally been dedicated to Hercules.  In this regard, the first 

observation to make about the travertine frieze is that the fishermen (right) may not have found 

                                                                            
62 See Cicero De Div. 2.41.86; see also Livy 22.1.8-20; for discussion of the haruspices, see also Beard, 
North and Price 1998, 19-20 and 37-39; and Liebeschuetz 1979, 22-3. 
63 Furhmann 1940, 439-43. 
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a statue of Hercules.  While it is true that Archaic bronze statuettes often represent Hercules 

holding a club over his head and a bow in his outstretched right hand, I would propose that the 

implement that the bearded figure holds on the Ostian relief may not be a club.64  It is neither 

tapered towards the handle nor does it show the gnarled knots along its shaft.  Instead, its 

handle is rather rectangular; and the blunt end, at least from what one can see before it 

disappears under the net, appears square.  In short, it may be a hammer.  From an iconographic 

perspective, moreover, it in no way resembles the club that the bearded man (center) balances 

against his shoulder with his left hand.  Becatti is correct to identify this center figure as 

Hercules.  Both the club and the lion’s skin hanging from it are two of the hero’s most 

distinguishing accoutrements.   

A hand whose fingers tensely grip a hammer (malleus); an arm raised behind the head 

in the act of striking; and a pair of tongs (forceps) held in the opposite hand — these, in fact, are 

the features of Vulcan.  On a red-figure crater, dated to the beginning of the 5th c. B.C.E., 

Vulcan (Hephaistos) appears between two satyrs in his workshop.  In his right arm he holds a 

hammer above his head; in his left, the forger’s tongs (Figure 2.11).65 Seven hundred years 

later, a figure with the same attributes appears on a terracotta lamp fragment dated to the 2nd c. 

C.E. (Figure 2.12).66 Even a marble relief from Ostia’s own forum depicts Vulcan with these 

attributes (Figure 2.13).67 Expelled from Olympus, he tumbles from the clouds, unable to let 

go of the hammer in his right hand or the pincers in his left.  In each of these examples, the 

hand-held hammer and the arm prepared to deliver a blow clarify the pose of the figure on the 

right of the travertine relief.  The figure’s raised right hand prepares to strike with the hammer 

while his extended left arm and its tense fist may have gripped a pair of tongs.   In fact, the drill 

hole at left, where others have inferred the presence of Hercules’ missing bow, may explain 

                                                                            
64 LIMC 4.2 no. 26-31, see “Heracles.” 
65 LIMC 4.1.627-54, see “Hephaistos”; for the red-figure krater, see also ibid. 4.2.387 no. 15. 
66 LIMC 4.2.388 no. 46. 
67 The frieze with Hephaistos’ fall from Olympus (SK 912) is one of a series of four pieces, two housed in 
the Ostia museum (Mus. Ost. inv. 148, 18853) and two formerly housed in Berlin (Statlische Museen SK 
912, 913).  The latter are now temporarily on display in Ostia; see also Rieger 2004, 223-25.  Schefold 
(1979, 99) discusses their provenance; they are dated to the beginning of the 2nd c. C.E. 
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where Hephaistos’ forceps would have been affixed in bronze (Figure 2.14).  Thus I would 

suggest that what we see in the relief is the fishermen pulling an Archaic or Early Classical 

bronze statue of Hephaistos (Vulcan) from the sea near Ostia.  The fact that Hephaistos is 

depicted in a cuirass, similar to that worn by Hercules at center, is not problematic.  The god is 

often depicted in this fashion, with his hammer and tongs, in scenes depicting the battle of the 

gods and giants.68 

As Becatti already noted, the discovery of a submerged statue would have been an 

undeniable monstrum, that is, a sign indicating that the harmony between gods and humans was 

out of balance.  Such a monstrum would have required the intervention of a priest, the haruspex, 

to interpret the sign and propose a proper course of action.  In this respect, the scene at the 

center of the travertine relief may indicate exactly what the haruspex recommended: specifically, 

to bring the matter before a local, oracular shrine of Hercules and, thereby, to learn more 

precisely what the gods had portended.  On this point Becatti was correct.  The center of the 

relief does depict an oracular consultation.  Hercules himself is present, as is a chest of lots.  The 

god holds a plaque and extends it to a sanctuary attendant while the open diptych above may 

perhaps describe the process by which questions were submitted.69  

Given that this visual evidence is nearly indisputable, Becatti’s proposed reading of the 

text at center, ‘[S]ORT[ES] H[ERCULIS],’ seems forced and unconvincing, not the least 

because it assumes the Roman artist required an explicit, textual label to identify the scene 

when, in fact, the images speak for themselves.  Becatti himself had to supply both an ‘S’ and an 

‘ES’ to complete what he thought was the plural word (s)ort(es), an abbreviated form 

unattested in any of his examples.  Yet there is hardly sufficient space between the ‘T’ and the 

‘H’ to supply two missing letters.  Nor did he offer any explanation for the circumstances of 

missing ‘S.’ As the relief itself makes clear, the small tablet has neither been broken nor chipped, 

                                                                            
68 LIMC 4.2.139 no. 303; see also ibid. 4.2.140-41 no. 312. 
69 In deference to Becatti, there is no way to determine whether this “chest” is the same as the one 
depicted in the fishing scene (at right).  I would argue that the latter box is flotsam and that it need not 
necessarily be the same container. It may simply be a visual clue to signify the shipwreck during which 
the statue was lost.  
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early 5th c. masonry in the south cella wall.89  

 If I am correct, however, in my identification of both the figure and the name of 

Hephaistos (Vulcan) on the travertine relief found within the sanctuary, the Trajanic brick 

stamps may furnish us much more information than a simple range of dates for the temple’s 

reconstruction.  The presence of a Trajanic intervention at the site of 1.15.5, when considered 

in light of the Hephaistos (Vulcan) relief, further supports the hypothesis that the central 

temple of the sanctuary is Ostia’s Temple of Vulcan.  An entry in the Ostian Fasti for 23 August 

112 C.E. confirms that the Emperor Trajan repaired and rededicated Ostia’s Temple of Vulcan, 

a structure that had been overtaken by old age (“vetutstate corrupta”).90  

 I have already examined in CHAPTER ONE the context for this kind of epigraphic 

language, demonstrating that it often appears as a generic convention to celebrate the passing of 

one age and the renewal of the next.91 Perhaps one can attribute similar self-aggrandizing 

motives to Trajan’s own benefactions, an appropriate contribution to Ostia’s pre-eminent cult 

and an ideal urban renewal project to the emperor’s monumental plans for the harbor.92 It 

certainly does not stretch belief that a Republican temple might be in need of repair by the end 

of the 1st c. C.E.; and there is considerable evidence for other urban expansion and rebuilding 

throughout Ostia during the Domitianic and Trajan periods.93 Whatever the actual state of the 

building prior to this time, it is clear that Trajan’s financial interventions brought the temple 

and its social and religious profile back to life while paying explicit respect to the historic nature 

of the sanctuary.  More significant still, Trajan’s restoration of Ostia’s Temple of Vulcan, as 

recorded in the Fasti, corresponds with the Trajanic brick stamps found within the restored 

cella walls of the temple at 1.15.5.  The Ostian Fasti provide the strongest, independent 

                                                                            
89 Heres 1982, 422-24; she slightly modifies Bloch’s range of dates to include the years 102-12 C.E., 
although I am unable to determine whether she is basing her modification on new evidence or whether 
there is a typographical error in her text.  Note, for instance, that her reference to the brick stamp 
underneath the cella floor (15.1154b) reads “C.I.L XV, 1054b,” an entry which does not exist.   
90 “[Imp. Nerva Traianu]s Caes(ar) Aug(ustus) Germ(anicus) Dac(icus) VI [= 112 C.E.] | … | XI K. Sept. 
aedis Vulkani vetustate corrupta | [restituta or]nato opere, dedicata est,” Inscr. Ital. 13 [= Degrassi 
1947], pp. 200-01. 
91 Thomas and Witschel 1992; see also Kinney 1995. 
92 See Keay, Arnoldus-Huyzendveld et al. 2005. 
93 See Gessert 2001, 178-202 and Fig. 4.42. 
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confirmation of the hypothesis that the structure found during the 1938-39 excavations is the 

city’s Temple of Vulcan.  Bloch, following Becatti, believed that the temple at 1.15.5 belonged 

to Hercules and never noticed this correspondence. 

 

 Ostia (1945) 

Like Calza and Becatti before him, Bloch expressed surprise at the discovery of a 

Temple of Hercules.  The dust from Calza’s excavation had hardly cleared when Bloch, in 1945, 

published the inscription commemorating the restoration of a “cellam Herc[ulis]” in the late 4th 

c. C.E (Figures 2.17 and 2.18).94 “On September 16, and 19 and October 15, 1938,” he wrote, 

“[three] fragments of a marble inscription were found in excavating the continuation of the via 

degli Horrea Epagathiana, near the so-called Pantheon, and not far from the Temple of 

Hercules.”95 The complete text with restorations reads as follows: 

[Domini]s n[ostris Th]eodosio Arca[di]o et Eu[genio] | 
[pi]is felicibus [toto] orbe victoribus semper [Aug(ustis)] | 
[.  .] Numerius Proiect[us v(ir) c(larissimus) pra]ef(ectus) ann(onae) cellam 
Hercu[lis restituit] 
 
To our masters, Theodosius, Arcadius and Eugenius, forever pious (pii), 
blessed Emperors (Augusti), victors over the whole world, Numerius Proiectus, 
a vir clarissimus and prefect of the grain, restored the cellam of Hercules. 

 

The crucial chronological clue is the name of Eugenius, whose brief co-rule from 22 August 392 

to 6 September 394 C.E. provides a two-year window during which the inscription was 

erected.96 Pace Beat Brenk, it was this new Hercules document, not the Hostilius Antipater altar 

on the temple porch, which Bloch used to construct his argument for a Late Antique “pagan 

revival” during the time of Eugenius.97 That the inscription honors all three emperors, 

Theodosius, Arcadius, and Eugenius, not only the imperial “usurper,” is a point which has 

unfortunately been lost in most subsequent studies. 
                                                                            
94 AE 1948 n. 127 [= AE 1941 n. 66]. 
95 Bloch ibid., 201. 
96 Seeck 1919, 280-84; see also PLRE 1 “Proiectus 1.” 
97 Brenk 2005, 28. 
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 Ostia (1945) — Redux 

 Before analyzing this epigraphic text in full, it will be helpful to discuss a geographical 

point from Bloch’s description of events.  The fragments of the inscription were found neither 

on the porch of the so-called “Temple of Hercules” nor in front of the two adjacent, 

unidentified temples; nor were they unearthed in the rooms to the east, where the travertine 

relief was discovered.  In short, none of the pieces was found in the sanctuary itself.  Rather, they 

were unearthed on a “continuation of the via degli Horrea Epagathiana, near the so-called 

Pantheon,” the latter name signifying the Round Temple near the Forum (Figure 2.19).98 This 

road to the south which Bloch describes is now called the via del Pomerio and runs along the 

west side of the Round Temple (1.11.1).  Bloch may have chosen to claim that the find-spot 

was “not far from the Temple of Hercules”; but his casual lack of specificity in the matter belies 

an important methodological point.  He inferred that the inscription referred to the building at 

1.15.5 because, in part, the pieces had been found not far from the (so-called) temple.  Since 

this building was the only sacred structure attributed to Hercules at the time, Bloch’s inference 

makes sense.  Now, however, in light of the problematic interpretations assigned to the 

Hercules evidence, one may justly doubt whether the pieces of the Late Antique inscription had 

any relationship at all with the Republican sanctuary at 1.15.5. 

 Furthermore, the text of the inscription itself suggests that it may have commemorated 

not a religious structure but rather an imperial bath complex.  In deference to Bloch’s statement 

that “[c]ella Herculis is equivalent to templum Herculis,” the entire body of Ostian epigraphy 

offers no support for such an assertion.99 It is true that the south wall of the temple at 1.15.5 

does show signs of restoration in the late 4th or early 5th c.100 However, it is predominantly a 

literary, not epigraphic, convention (namely, synecdoche) that refers to a Roman and Greek 

temple with a generic term (cella).  Both at Ostia and more widely throughout the Roman 

                                                                            
98 Briggs 1930. 
99 Bloch 1945, 202; he cites only one example from Rome (CIL 6.2086) to bolster his case. 
100 Heres 1982, 422-24. 
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world, it is the word aedes, not templum, which commonly refers to a sacred building.101 

Multiple examples from Ostia confirm that the Temples of Vulcan, Roma and Augustus, Venus, 

Fortuna, Ceres, Spes, Castor and Pollux, and Bona Dea were all called aedes.102  In examples 

introduced earlier, we already have seen how it fell to the chief priest of Ostia to oversee the 

maintenance and upkeep of all these “sacred buildings” (…aedium sacrarum) throughout the 

city.103 Even in the 4th c., only two decades before the restoration of the “cellam” of Hercules at 

Ostia, the emperor’s Valens, Gratian and Valentinian II ordered the repair of the Temple of Isis 

at the harbor, an act commemorated in an inscription referring to the temple specifically as an 

“aedes.”104 As I have already pointed out, no evidence exists for an aedes of Hercules at Ostia.  

Indeed, if Bloch is correct in his reading of the Latin text, the inscription from the time of 

Theodosius, Arcadius and Eugenius is the first and only mention of the building. 

 I propose a different origin for the inscription based upon another Late Antique 

appearance of the word cella in the Ostian epigraphic record.  The inscription came to light in 

1776 near the massive structures at 4.10.1-2, known today as the Porta Marina Baths (Figure 

0.1).  The text reads as follows: 

 thermas maritimas intresecus refectione cellarum foris soli adiectione | d[omini] 
n[ostri] Valens Gratianus et Valentinianus victor[es] ac | triumpf[atores] semper 
Au[gusti] | Proculo Gregorio v(iro) c(larissimo) praefecto annon[ae] urbis Romae | 
curante decorarunt 

 
Our lords, Valens, Gratian and Valentinian I, victors, triumphant and forever 
emperors — under the supervision of the Prefect of the Grain of the city of 
Rome, Proculus Gregorius, vir clarissimus — decorated the Maritime Baths by 
repairing the halls on the inside [and] by adding [space] outside for the sun.105 
 

                                                                            
101 Varro de ling. lat. 7.8-10; see also “Templum” in RE 2.5.480-85. 
102 CIL 14.73 (aedis Romae et Augusti), 14.353 (in aede Romae et Augusti), 14.375 (aedem Volkani, 
aedem Veneris, aed[em] Fortuna, aed[em] Ceres, aedem Spes) [CIL 14.375 = Thylander B335]; 14.376 
(aedem Castoris et Pollucis, aedem Veneris), 14.3530 (aedem Bonae Deae). 
103 “pontifex Volcani ed aedium sacrarum,” quoted above. 
104 “D(omini) n(ostri) Valens, Gratianus et Valentinia[nus] | aedem ac porticu[m] deae Isidi retitui 
praeceperunt,” AE 1968 n. 68; see further discussion of Isis in CHAPTER FOUR. 
105 CIL 14.137 [= ILS 5694]. 
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As the first line of the text makes clear, the epigraph commemorated the restoration of a bath 

complex along the seashore (thermas maritimas), and the Porta Marina Bath complex is the 

only candidate that fits this description.106 Based on the prefecture of Proculus Gregorius, who 

served during the rule of Valens, Gratian and Valentinian I, we can safely date the project to c. 

377 C.E.107  

 It is important to note that the word cella is used in the inscription without any 

reference to a sacred structure.  In fact, it is a word that indicates a functional space within the 

bath complex, a gathering “hall” or perhaps a utilitarian “storeroom.” Comparative epigraphic 

and literary evidence suggests this reading is the correct one.  First, a late 2nd c. inscription from 

Lanuvium testifies to the use of the word within the context of bath restorations.108 Second, a 

passage in the Scriptores Historiae Augustae also uses the term (“cellam solerarem”) to describe a 

room in a bath complex whose ceiling may have been gilded with copper or bronze.109 Although 

the precise interpretation of this phrase puzzles architectural historians, Janet DeLaine has 

recently proposed that the term may be a synonym for caldarium.110 Her epigraphic survey 

revealed other instances of the same word in the restoration of the so-called Large Baths at 

Mdaourouch, Algeria (Roman Madaurus).111 In sum, the material and literary evidence 

suggests that the word cella, when used epigraphically, denotes not a temple building or 
                                                                            
106 The name “Terme Marittime,” which C.L. Visconti bestowed on the bath structures at 3.8.2 in the 
19th c., is wholly misleading.  These structures were positioned approximately one hundred meters from 
the ancient shore, and none of them shows any indication of 4th c. restoration (Meiggs ibid., 407-08). 
107 CTh. 14.3.15.  Symmachus also wrote a letter to a Gregorius, whether the same man or not is 
uncertain (Ep. 3.17-22); see also Lenski 2002, 320-67. 
108 “ampliatis locis et cellis a fundamentis exstructae et dedicatae,” CIL 14.2101. 
109 “opera Romae reliquit thermas nominis sui eximias, quarum cellam solearem architecti negant posse 
ulla imitatione, qua<lis> facta est, fieri,” V. Caracallae in SHA, 9.4.  
110 DeLaine 1987, 150-55. 
111 “pro tanta felicitate tempo[rum invictissi]morum principium dd. nn. per[pp. augg. Valenti]niani et 
Valentis piscinalem istam … et soliarem cellam lacuniis densis ita foe[datas ut ima pavi]menti 
monstrarent, atque ita retentione[m caloris prohi]berent, compellente religione sancta et [utilitate 
roma]norum civium, exquisitis diversorum co[lorum marmoribus] artificibus quoque peregrines adductis 
et [adhibitis splen]dentes, novoque omnino opere tes[s]ellatus pr[oconsulatu Jul. Festi cum] Fabio 
Fabiano v. c. et inlustre legato Numid[iae …] cur rei publicae inter cetera in quibus iamdu[dum patriae 
contuilt] cum ordine splendido et universo popu[lo Madaur. restituit] felicit[er],” AE 1907, 237 (the so-
called Large Baths, Mdaourouch, 366-367 C.E.).  A second inscription from Thuburnica, Tunisia, which 
also features the word cella, is of unknown provenance; “… us cellam soliarem a [fundamentis] … 
[extru]ctam karissimis (sic) civibus,” CIL 8.10607.  Readers will note that the reason for the first 
restoration, “compellente religione sancta,” may demand a more detailed treatment at a future point in 
time. 
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sanctuary space but rather a generic room, including perhaps one located in a city bath 

complex.  Because Ostia’s own baths remained popular structures for its residents and visitors 

even into Late Antiquity, I would tentatively propose that the Late Antique Hercules 

inscription came from one such structure, perhaps even baths at the Porta Marina gate.112 It was 

at that very site, in fact, that the Scottish painter Gavin Hamilton found four statues of the 

Labors of Hercules in the 1770s.113 Indeed, these statues, now in the Vatican, may have once 

decorated a hall, or cellam, of the Late Antique structure.114   

 

 From the Sanctuary Outward: Reconstructing the Late 4th c. 

 As I have now suggested in both this chapter and the preceding one, the Hercules 

inscription, first published by Bloch; the imperial inscription from the Porta Marina baths; the 

smaller epigraphic displays erected near the Forum, presented in CHAPTER ONE; and such 

similar monuments as the equestrian statue with base that once stood in front of the Temple of 

Roma and Augustus all serve to demonstrate that Ostia, even in the late 4th c., remained a 

dynamic urban environment in which traditional sites, like temples and baths, retained their 

cultural prominence in the Late Antique city.  The late 4th c. or early 5th c. architectural 

interventions within the sanctuary space at 1.15.5 are no exception. As mentioned previously, 

the south wall of the large temple at 1.15.5 reveals signs of contemporary restoration.115 More 

important still, and often overlooked, however, is the evidence from the adjacent “public 

building,” located on the southern border of the sanctuary, two meters below present street 

level (1.15.7 and Figure 2.6).  Heres has dated its masonry and its de novo construction to the 
                                                                            
112 On baths and bathing, see Fagan 1999, 289-99; see also Yegül 1992.  See Arthur 1999 for an example 
of a 5th c. bath complex in Naples; and Mazor 1999, for a contemporary bath complex at Bet She’an, 
Israel.  On Ostia, in particular, see Zevi 1971a; Poccardi 2001; and Heres 1979 and ibid. 1978. 
113 Mus. Vat. inv. 488, 405, 402, 492 [= DAI photo. no. 1121, 769, 1104, 1107]; see also Hamilton and 
Smith 1906, and now Palma 1978-80. 
114 This thesis may help other scholars interpret the only other use of the word cella at Ostia.  It appears 
in the famous inscription of Publius Lucilius Gamala iunior, dated to the 2nd c. C.E. (CIL 14.376). Gamala 
records the restoration of a “cellam patri Tiberino,” a structure that no scholar has yet convincingly 
identified at Ostia.  If one takes into account, however, that the very next line of Gamala inscription 
reports that “the same man restored the baths, which Divine Antoninus Pius had built.” This statement 
probably refers to the so-called Baths of Neptune (2.4.4).  It is possible that these baths, too, contained 
a “hall” once renowned and named for the aesthetic themes displayed therein. 
115 Heres 1982, 422-24. 
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first quarter of the 5th c. C.E.116 One should probably imagine, as a result, the noise of 

construction workers during this same time, the meetings that may have gathered in the 

finished building, or the coming and goings of the staff that oversaw its daily upkeep.  Public 

holidays, too, may have still been celebrated on the premises.  After all, in ordering the closure 

of temples in 382 C.E., Gratian, Valentinian II and Theodosius had exempted at least one 

sanctuary (in the town of Osrhoene in Edessa, modern Şanlıurfa, Turkey) which played a 

pivotal role in local civic festivals.117 We do not know whether the same kind of exemption was 

ever granted to Ostia; but we should at least admit, as F. Trombley has proposed, that “closing 

the sanctuaries” in the 4th c. often meant little more than moving the cult objects inside the 

temples.118 Thus, even if temple sacrifices had fully ceased in this corner of Ostia at the end of 

the 4th c., the continued presence of activity within the sanctuary walls, like smoke seen rising 

from a chimney, may have signaled to the town that there were still signs of life at the town’s 

oldest sanctuary.119  

 Just as they had for centuries, these venues throughout the town continued to serve as 

both staging ground and backdrop for traditional displays of public benefaction, imperial 

largess, and mythological displays.  In the next chapter, I will turn my attention to an in-depth 

look at the sculptural heritage preserved in one such sanctuary space.  To conclude the present 

discussion, however, the repair project for an Ostian “hall of Hercules” — and perhaps, too, the 

imperially sponsored display of Hercules statuary — suggest that depictions of the hero 
                                                                            
116 Heres ibid., 425-26; see also “Edificio pubblico,” Becatti, Gismondi et al. 1954, 238. 
117 “By the authority of the public council, we degree that the temple shall continually be open that was 
formerly dedicated to the assemblage of throngs of people and now also is for the common use of the 
people, and in which images are reported to have been placed which must be measured by the value of 
their art rather than by their divinity,” CTh 16.10.8 (trans. by Pharr).  Scholars have often interpreted 
this piece of legislation in more universal terms, but it is important to point out the language of the law 
refers only to one specific temple in Osrhoene, Edessa. 
118 Trombley 1993, 1.11-20. 
119 Little is known about the other two temples that form a part of this sacred space. Unfortunately, 
their identification has never been firmly established; and any archaeological evidence for their status in 
the Late Empire is slim.  A statue of a bearded man or god, perhaps Aesculapius, measuring slightly more 
than one meter high, was found at the base of the north temple’s podium; see MusOst. no. 7 [= inv. 114 
= Helbig4 4.3032]; and see Zevi 1969-70, 96.  Construction of this temple (1.15.2) is contemporaneous 
with the Temple of Vulcan (1.15.5), that is, it dates to the end of the 2nd c. or first decades of the 1st c. 
B.C.E. The temple in the southwestern corner (1.15.6) remains a wholly silent witness. Often called the 
“Temple of the Round Altar,” its foundation date is still imprecise.  Zevi has placed it roughly in the 
same period as the other two, perhaps dating slightly later (Zevi 1969-70, 100). 
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remained common currency in Late Antique society, even as the many forms of Christianity 

were expanding visibly throughout the cities of the empire.  The usurper Eugenius himself may 

have marched against Theodosius under the standards of both Hercules and Jupiter; but it is 

worth remembering that by the late 4th c., these two gods had long been associated with the 

Roman emperors of the tetrarchy (Augusti).120 Moreover, like mythological tales of Phaedra and 

Hippolytus, Theseus, Ariadne, or Dionysus, which were frequently represented across the 

Western and Eastern Empire in mosaics, statuary and objets d’art, the stories of Hercules 

remained important subjects throughout Late Antiquity, especially for those desirous of 

advertising their educated pedigree.121 Thus, in this chapter, rather than interpreting the Late 

Antique Hercules inscription from Ostia as an exceptional document, the testimony of an 

organized “pagan” political faction, I have proposed to interpret the text as one more display, on 

a local level, of a sign of wider cultural continuity in the concern for urban display and civic 

upkeep.122 It should be clear, as a result, that the Ostian evidence has become a shaky 

foundation stone on which to base the purported religious motives of Eugenius’ usurpation in 

394 C.E.

                                                                            
120 Theodoret HE 5.24.4-17 [= PG 82 (col. 1250-54)]; see also Aug. De Civ. D. 5.26.  For numismatic 
evidence from the tetrarchy, see also MacCormack 1981; her discussion of the Arch of Galerius at 
Thessalonika is also particularly illustrative (ibid., 31, 127-29). 
121 “Myths,” in Bowersock 2006, 31-64; see also Alan Cameron 2004. 
122 See “Civic Structures Built under Imperial Sponsorship, A.D. 364-378,” Appendix D, Lenski 2002, 393-
401. 
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Chapter 3 

 
 Life On The Street:  

Between Cybele and the Christian Basilica 
The Fifth Century 

 
  
 

 Introduction to 5th and 6th c. Ostia: A View From the Street 

 Consider the study of art and architecture, the field of social and cultural history, or the 

topic of traditional religious life in the old Roman harbor.  In nearly every scholarly treatment of 

Ostia, if there is one moment when our understanding of these subjects begins to dim, it is in 

discussions of the 5th c.  In the INTRODUCTION, I suggested that this predicament is often the 

result of limited approaches and inadequate methods, not of insufficient evidence.  Thus, in 

CHAPTERS ONE and TWO, I employed a variety of archaeological, art historical, and epigraphic 

methods to reconstruct an image of the Forum and of the “Temple of Hercules” during the 3rd 

and 4th c., respectively. The final two chapters, which treat the 5th and 6th c., draw upon a 

similar array of approaches. 

 Perhaps more so than either century which preceded it, the 5th c. was a period of 

dramatic change in the Latin West.  In some cases, as a result, the Ostian evidence may be slim 

precisely due to the impact of these wider events.  From the sack of Rome in 410 to the 

establishment in 476 of Odoacer as king in the former Western capital, both Rome and the 

Italian peninsula witnessed a period of territorial incursions and political  adjustments during 

this time.  According to Bryan Ward-Perkins, large-scale events like the Germanic invasions 

began to affect the economic life of most Italian cities, depressing the living standards for most 

inhabitants of the peninsula.1 Against this dreary backdrop, social and cultural habits like games 

and dining, nevertheless, proved remarkably resilient in cities like Rome and Ostia, especially 

                                                                            
1 See Ward-Perkins 2005, 42-58; for a specific treatment of Rome, see also Manacorda 2001, 44-54. 
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among the upper-class.2 It is perhaps because of this resilience that scholars who study the 

emergence of the Latin West often focus on instances of cultural continuity and transformation, 

not on the ramification of war and economic hardship.  Yet Ward-Perkins’ point is a necessary 

one here, and it provides a fitting starting point to the second half of this study.   

 My goal in these last chapters is to achieve a balance between these models of gradual 

transformation and abrupt change because this historical period in Ostia’s life demands both 

approaches.  Consequently, the following chapters investigate the transformation of traditional 

religious practices during the 5th and 6th c. while, at the same time, they seek to take account of 

economic, political, or demographic changes besetting the Late Antique town.  One way to 

meet this goal, I suggest, is by viewing life “from the streets.” That is, I propose that we consider 

not only specific urban monuments with which the Late Antique visitor or resident interacted; 

but also that we take account of the larger network of “paths, districts, landmarks, edges, and 

nodes” by which these same people navigated their social environment.3 It is at this macro level 

that we will find traces of Late Antique social activity and places of meaning otherwise invisible 

within the archaeological record.   

 One set of “paths” is particularly instructive to consider: Ostia’s network of suburban 

roads.4  An increase in development around the extramural funerary basilica at Pianabella 

(Figure 3.1 NUMBER 1) reveals that the Laurentian territory, which lay to the south of Ostia, 

saw a rise in social activity during the 5th, 6th, and subsequent centuries.5 The expansion of the 

area around modern Gregoriopolis is contemporary with this suburban growth (Figure 3.1 

NUMBER 2).6  When viewed in the context of the Late Antique architectural interventions at the 

synagogue,7 located on the via Severiana along the ancient shoreline (Figure 3.1 NUMBER 3), 

what emerges is a network of roads south of the ancient city and on the southern edge of the 

                                                                            
2 For epigraphic evidence of repairs in the Colosseum during the 6th c., see Panciera 2006; for 
aristocratic life in Late Antique Rome and Ostia, see Guidobaldi 1986, Muntasser 2003, and Tione 1999. 
3 See Lynch 1960, 46-90. 
4 See “Paths,” in Lynch ibid., 49-62. 
5 See Pannuzi (ed.) 2003; see also SdO 12.25-32; Paroli (1993, 164); and Torres 2007.   
6 Discussed in the POSTSCRIPT. 
7 Discussed in the INTRODUCTION. 
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ancient walls.  In all probability, these “paths” remained popular thoroughfares during the 

broader economic and political instability of the 5th and 6th c.  Most likely, this traffic pattern 

incorporated two additional intramural roads, each of which entered and exited the city 

through a southern gate (Figure 3.2 NUMBER 1). One of these roads, the town’s Cardo 

Maximus, passed the site of a historic sanctuary, the Campus Magnae Matris, located near the 

Porta Laurentina.8  Although dedications here gradually came to an end in the late 4th c., we 

should be cautious about interpreting this archaeological silence as a result of urban decay.  A 

little more than a quarter-mile away to the northeast, for example, a new urban Christian 

basilica was being constructed in the same neighborhood (Figure 3.2 NUMBER 2).  It remained 

in use from the 5th through 9th c.   

 What can these individual monuments and the urban framework in which they played a 

part tell us about social and cultural transformations in the late 4th and 5th c. town? This 

chapter attempts to answer those questions.  It begins with an artifact discovered, perhaps 

coincidentally, at a house between these two religious sites (Figure 3.2 NUMBER 3). 

     

 The Cult of St. Lawrence 

   “conscende constratum rogum 
   decumbe digno lectulo 
   tunc, si libebit, disputa 
   nihil esse Vulcanum meum.” 
 
   “Climb up on the pyre that’s been laid out. 
   Lie down on that fitting little bed. 
   Then, if you want, argue  
   My god Vulcan means nothing to you. 
 
     — Prudentius (Peristephanon 2.353-356) 
 

 In the middle of the 20th c., during excavation of a drainage ditch inside the Domus del 

Protiro (5.2.4-5), Ostian archaeologists discovered sixteen fragments of a semi-transparent 

                                                                            
8 See SdO 1.85-86. 
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green glass cup (Figure 3.3).  In 1952 Maria F. Squarciapino published this extraordinary find.  

Eighteen cm in diameter and 5.6 cm in depth with an incised image on the external face, the cup 

was crafted according to a technique used for glass cameos.9 The image thus occupies the 

interior of the glass, addressing the cup holder as he or she lifts the vessel.  Seen from this point 

of view, the cup shows a central figure, dressed in flowing mantle and holding an open codex in 

his left hand.  In his right, over his shoulder, he holds a staff depicting the monogram of Christ 

(‘XP’).  The head of the figure is encircled with a nimbus, and to his right is a sign that looks like 

a star.  Squarciapino admitted, “At first glance one could take it for a sign formed by a 

combination of ‘X’ [and] ‘I.’” A more detailed examination convinced her it was another ‘XP’ 

and that “the curve of the ‘P’ (rho), … because it was less deeply incised, has nearly disappeared 

following the flaking off of the surface of the glass.”10 On the right of the cup is a palm tree, the 

standard iconography of victory, often used to accompany martyrs as a symbol of the garden of 

paradise.  On the left is a chest.  Squarciapino suggested it was a basket of bread, perhaps 

alluding to Christ’s multiplication of loaves or the Eucharistic meal.  Based on stylistic 

comparisons with other pieces of Theodosian and Honorian art, she dated the glass to the late 

4th or early 5th c. C.E.11 Her iconographic interpretation rests on the assumption that the 

central figure is Christ.  In what follows, I will consider the possibility that he is the martyr 

Lawrence, a Roman saint whose cult has hitherto been an unexplored facet of life in Late 

Antique Ostia. 

 According to Christian tradition, Lawrence (Laurentius) was a Roman deacon martyred 

during the persecutions of the 3rd c. emperor Valerian.12 In the mid 4th c., Damasus 

memorialized martyrs like Lawrence by placing epigrams around the city of Rome, marking 

important Christian sites for pilgrims.13 In addition to sponsoring other saints’ memorials 

                                                                            
9 Squarciapino 1952, 204. 
10 “A prima vista si potrebbe prendere per quello formato dal X [and] I, ma un esame più accurato fa 
riconoscere anche le curva del R, che, per essere meno profondamente incisa, è quasi scomparsa in 
seguito allo sfaldamento della superficie del vetro,” Squarciapino ibid., 204. 
11 ibid., 207. 
12 LP 25 p.155, “Life of Sixtus II.” 
13 “haec Damasus tibi, Christe deus, nova tecta dicavi / Laurentii saeptus martyris auxilio,” Damasus’ 
epigram to Lawrence, ICUR 2 p. 134 [= Epigrammata Damasiana 1942 no. 58]; and EpD. 33, “verbera, 
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around the western capital, Damasus may have also witnessed the construction of at least one 

church dedicated to Lawrence: S. Lorenzo in Damaso, located near the Theater of Pompey.14 

The late 4th c. poet Prudentius dedicated the second hymn of his Peristephanon to Lawrence’s 

martyrdom.  The poem evokes an image of a saint who was revered by distinguished Roman 

families and their noble offspring.15 John Matthews has suggested that the saint enjoyed a loyal 

following among Rome’s Late Antique aristocracy.16 Lawrence’s popularity was not limited to 

Rome.  In Milan, the 6th c. writer Gregory of Tours provides our first evidence for Lawrence’s 

cult in that administrative city.17 The present church of S. Lorenzo has remained one of Milan’s 

architectural jewels.18 It is possible that Ostia’s urban setting may also have been a site of 

Lawrence’s cult.  In particular, this chapter will explore an overlooked literary tradition 

associated with the city’s first Christian basilica, one that specifically attributes the foundation 

of the church to St. Lawrence.   

 Finally, after situating this Christian building within its urban context, I will conclude 

by examining the sculptural remains from Ostia’s Sanctuary of Magna Mater, one of the 

church’s city neighbors.  As dedications ceased within the sanctuary walls at the end of the 4th 

c., the Campus of Magna Mater continued to function as a repository for dedications to Cybele 

and Attis and, as a result, was a treasure chest, or museum, of Ostia’s cultural heritage.  Whether 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
carnifices, flammas, tormenta, catenas / vincere Laurenti sola fides potuit.” For Damasan epigrams in 
topographical context, see also Curran 2000, 142-55; and Trout 2005b. 
14 On the architectural and epigraphic remains from this church, see Cecchelli 2003; see also 
Krautheimer 1983, 22-23, and ibid. 2000, 83-87.  An inscription found on site refers to a “[Laure]nti 
titulus”; see “S. Laurentius in Damaso,” in LTUR 3.179.  For a broader discussion of Damasus role in 
shaping 4th c. Rome, see Trout 2005a, 171-78.  The construction of a basilica near the alleged tomb of S. 
Lorenzo, located on the via Tiburtina, is also important in this regard.  The present church, S. Lorenzo 
fuori le mura, preserves substantial elements of a 6th c. building, attributed to the Roman bishop 
Pelagius (579-90 C.E.).  There may have also been an earlier church or shrine; see “S. Laurentius fuori le 
mura,” in LTURS 3.203-11.   
15 “videmus inlustres domos, / sexu ex utroque nobiles, / offerre votos pignera, / clarissimorum 
liberum,” Prud. Pe. 2.521-24. 
16 Matthews 1975, 363-65. 
17 “est enim apud eamdem urbem [= apud Mediolanensium urbem (Milan)] basilica sancti Laurentii 
levitatae cuius supra meminimus ibique admirabili pulchritudine calyx crystallinus habetur,” Gregory of 
Tours, Liber in gloria martyrum 1.45-46 (c. 590 C.E.) [= PL 71].  Gregory’s testimony for the existence of 
a crystalline kalyx, or drinking cup, used in ritual celebrations at the basilica of St. Laurence in Milan is 
quite a remarkable coincidence in the present context. 
18 The building’s foundations date to the 4th c., but the association of this phase with the cult of 
Lawrence is entirely speculative; see Krautheimer 1983, 81-92. 
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by chance or design, this aspect of the sanctuary’s life distinguishes it from any of the traditional 

spaces discussed thus far.  The archaeological discoveries within this sanctuary offer a unique 

opportunity to observe a model of slow change that may apply to other traditional religious 

buildings elsewhere during periods of Christianity’s growth. 

  

 The Ostian Glass and Iconography of Lawrence 

 There is no legend or label on the Ostian glass to claim a definitive identification of the 

central figure.  However, several examples from Late Antique art, ranging in date from the 6th 

through the 9th centuries and originating in places as diverse as Ravenna, Rome and Egypt, 

suggest that the central figure is Lawrence.  In some of the comparative material, at least, he is 

explicitly identified as such.  After reviewing these secure pieces of evidence, all of which 

originate either in Rome or the Italian peninsula, I will conclude by evaluating the Ostian glass 

in light of the recent rereading of a mosaic lunette from the so-called Galla Placidia memorial in 

Ravenna.  According to traditional interpretations, this lunette also depicts the figure of St. 

Lawrence, a composition that includes the grill on which he was martyred and a cabinet of 

gospel books he read and interpreted in his role as deacon.  Gillian Mackie, however, has now 

interpreted the scene as the martyrdom of St. Vincent.19 After surveying the iconographic 

tradition of Lawrence in the first part of this section, I propose to confirm the traditional 

reading of the Ravenna lunette, pace Mackie. 

 I will begin with two examples taken from the corpus of gold glass bowls found at 

various stages during the excavation of Rome, first collected and published by C. R. Morey and 

dated to the end of the 4th c.20 Lucy Grig has undertaken a new study of this corpus and has 

argued convincingly that gold glass production in late 4th c. Rome marked “an early stage in the 

development of hagiographic iconography.”21 For this reason, I have chosen to start my 

discussion of Lawrence’s iconography with images that appear on two of these gold glass 

                                                                            
19 Mackie 1990, 54. 
20 Morey 1959. 
21 “Hagiographic Portraiture,” in Grig 2004b, 215-24 and, specifically, 225. 
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vessels.  In particular, two portraits of Lawrence appear in solo compositions, that is, without 

any other martyr-companion joining him in the scene.  In each case his image is labeled.  In a 

fragment of a glass now in the Vatican Museums, Lawrence is represented beardless, holding an 

open scroll in front of him (Figure 3.4 NUMBER 1).  He wears a tunic and pallium, the dress of a 

philosopher.  Around the circumference of the glass is a legend that reads, “Victor, live in the 

name of Lawrence.”22 On a second identifiable portrait, now in the Metropolitan Museum, New 

York, a bearded bust of Lawrence is depicted with a cross over his left shoulder.  His head 

partially obscures a christogram, and the text exhorts the patron of the glass to live “in Christ and 

in Lawrence” (Figure 3.4 NUMBER 2).23 Grig has tentatively proposed that glasses like these 

were produced in association with martyrs’ feast days, during which they may have played an 

important commemorative role, emphasizing the martyr’s status as protector and intercessor.24 

I certainly find this idea appealing.  However, setting aside for now the function of these pieces 

in late 4th c. culture, they do remain an important starting point for studies in the development 

of martyr-saint iconography, especially as it expanded into other, more monumental media.  A 

fresco from the S. Senatore catacombs in Albano Laziale, for example, also represents Lawrence, 

labeled and carrying a codex and cruciform staff (Figure 3.4 NUMBER 3).25 

 Two mosaic examples from Italy, each labeled “Laurentius” and dated approximately a 

century and half after the production of the gold glass images, may be heirs of this earlier period 

of iconographic experiment.  First, in a mosaic panel of twenty-six figures depicted along the 

right wall of S. Apollinare Nuovo, Ravenna (c. 556-69 C.E), Lawrence (third from right) 

appears among Cyprian of Carthage, Hippolytus of Rome, Felix of Milan and other saints of 

                                                                            
22 “Victo[r viv]as in nomine Laurenti” [= Morey ibid. Number 40]. 
23 “ — ane, vivas in cr[isto et] Laurentio,” Grig 2004b, 222-23 [= Morey ibid. Number 460]. 
24 Grig ibid. 216.  Whether these vessels were filled with liquid to pour a funeral libation is still unclear. 
There are other uses to consider, as well.  Based on archaeological evidence discovered in situ in the 
catacombs of Pamphilius in Rome, gold glass fragments with martyrs’ iconography were also fixed into 
the mortar around a individual loculus.  The reflections of the glass, when illuminated obliquely by 
candle light, thus produced a glittering sensation that awakened the dimly lit interior of the catacombs.   
Fiocchi Nicolai, Bisconti and Mazzoleni (2002, 80-81) have interpreted this effect as a purposeful symbol 
of the light of Christian thought that comes with baptism and rebirth. 
25 See “Laurence,” in Grig 2004a, 136-41 and Plate 10. 
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diverse origin.26 Serving as models for the worshipers below, each is depicted as processing 

through the nave of the church.  Each is haloed, dressed in baptismal white and labeled (Figure 

3.5).  On the left and right of each of these figures is a palm tree, which, like the olive wreath the 

men hold in their hands, signals the martyrs’ triumph over death.  Seen as a whole, the 

composition achieves an element of uniformity.  Nevertheless, the faces of each man are 

rendered with slight variation.  Lawrence, in particular, is depicted with tonsured dark hair and 

short beard, distinguishing him from Sixtus (third from left), whose head and facial hair are 

fully gray (Figure 3.4 NUMBER 4).   

 A second mosaic representation of the saint shows slightly more individualized 

iconography, reprising details already observed in the gold glass corpus.  This full-figure image, 

is dated to 578-89 C.E. and appears in the mosaic field on the triumphal arch in the basilica of S. 

Lorenzo fuori le mura, Rome (Figure 3.6).27 Here, a bearded and tonsured Lawrence, wearing a 

golden cloak, perhaps to denote his importance to the eponymous church, holds both a cross 

and an open book in his left hand (Figure 3.4 NUMBER 5).  The text reads “dispersit … dedit 

pauperibus” (“he gave away, he donated to the poor”), emphasizing the saint’s generosity to the 

urban populace.  The name “Laurentius” appears directly above his head.28 To Lawrence’s left is 

the figure of Pelagius II, who, offering a model of the church, partially obscures the martyr-saint 

with his arms and dress.  To Lawrence’s right is the image of Peter, also labeled.  These three 

figures form one half of a symmetrical composition of three holy men, centered on Christ, and 

balanced by the corresponding images of Paul, Stephen and Hippolytus.  According to G. 

Matthiae, both Stephen and Lawrence hold an open book in order to identify their former 

service as deacons, signifying their role in reading and interpreting the gospel during liturgies.29 

Only Lawrence, however, carries a long staff with the cross at the top.  This cross always appears 

over his left shoulder.  Although this attribute is usually interpreted generically as denoting the 

rank of a deacon, it is, nevertheless, one that Stephen lacks.   

                                                                            
26 Deichmann 1958, Figures 104 and 120. 
27 See Matthiae 1967, 149-68 with Figures 89 and 91. 
28 For example, Prud. Pe. 2.179-80. 
29 Matthiae 1967, 153. 
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 In sum, these four examples, although they all explicitly identify the martyr-saint, reveal 

that even in the 6th c. no standard iconographic tradition had developed for depicting 

Lawrence (see “The Gallery of Lawrences,” Figure 3.4 NUMBERS 1-5).  Whereas one example 

from gold glass represents him as young and beardless (NUMBER 1), another portrays him 

wearing a beard (NUMBER 2) and tonsured.  Lawrence’s representation in both the mosaics and 

the fresco follows this same iconographic tradition of beard and tonsure (NUMBERS 3-5).  

Sometimes, however, the deacon is depicted holding a scroll or open book (NUMBERS 3-5); at 

other times he holds the deacon’s processional staff with cross (NUMBER 2).  In the example 

from the catacombs of Albano Laziale and the Basilica of San Lorenzo, Rome, he holds them 

both (NUMBERS 3 AND 5).  As previously mentioned, the context of this last representation is 

significant because the mosaic depicts another deacon, Stephen, who does not carry the 

processional cross on his shoulder.  Nevertheless, despite the iconographic variability, the 

repetition of certain details, like the processional cross and the open book, suggests the gradual 

emergence of an iconographic tradition associated with the martyr Lawrence, an artistic 

tradition that was not yet canonized during the 4th and 5th c.  Perhaps it never was canonized, 

either.  Given the wider prevalence of these same details, the processional cross and the open 

book, in other representations of martyrs, saints, and even Christ himself throughout the Late 

Antique and Byzantine periods, one could argue that the “portrait” of Lawrence never truly 

developed beyond its association with generic iconography.30  These circumstances make any 

search to identify the figure on the Ostian glass nearly impossible to resolve.  Beardless, dressed 

in a tunic, holding an open book and processional cross, flanked by the palm tree symbolizing 

his heavenly victory, the male figure faces the man or woman holding the cup.   We should 

consider, then, that the figure’s ambiguity may have been intentional.  From the individual 

mosaic panels in the 5th c. church of S. Maria Maggiore, which lacks an identifiable program, to 

the paintings in the hypogeum on the via Dino Compagni, also in Rome, Late Antique images, 

                                                                            
30 For one example of many, see the church of Hagios Stephanos at Cemil in Cappadocia, Turkey, where 
an image of John the Baptist (c. 7th-9th c. C.E.) holds a similar processional cross [= Princeton Index of 
Christian Art, no. 000177781]. 
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like that on the Ostian glass, often demanded the viewer’s engagement.31  It may have been just 

this multivalent image of a martyr, a saint, apostle, or Christ, that the glass maker wanted to 

convey — leaving the owner, not the artist, to determine the figure he or she wished to see.   

 On the other hand, if we do choose to take into account the iconographic tradition of 

male martyrs developing throughout Italy during Late Antiquity, the composition on a lunette 

at the so-called Galla Placidia mausoleum in Ravenna is a worthwhile example to discuss.  

There, the central figure of a lunette bears striking similarity to the figure on the Ostian glass 

(Figure 3.7), as Beat Brenk has already observed.32 Dated to the mid 5th c., this mausoleum 

was most likely commissioned during the rule of emperor Flavius Constantius III and the 

empress, Galla Placidia, who operated their imperial court at this northern Italian town.  The 

dress of the Ravenna figure in the lunette, like that of his Ostian counterpart, is flowing; and 

around his head is a nimbus.  He holds an open codex altar book in his left hand and a 

processional cross in his right, resting on his opposite shoulder.  At left there is a cabinet with 

the canonical gospel codices.  This detail also appears on the Ostian cup, if one considers that 

the box is not a basket of bread, as Squarciapino interpreted it; but rather, a chest (scrinium) for 

holding gospel scrolls.33 Finally, at the center of the lunette composition, directly underneath 

the window, there is the depiction of a flaming grill.  Scholars have long read these elements as a 

depiction of the martyrdom of Lawrence, an identification that substantially bolsters my 

attribution of the figure on the Ostian cup.  Unlike the Ravenna mosaic, in which a fiery grill 

alludes to the martyr’s torture, the Ostian glass uses a palm tree to signal his triumph over death.  

The symbol adjacent to his head fits this iconographic shift nicely.  I would tentatively propose 

                                                                            
31 For example, Synder 2005. 
32 Observed, that is, but not discussed (Brenk 2003, 40); see also ibid. 2005, 28. 
33 The scrinium, or open container, is an object commonly seen in 4th c. art at Rome.  It is often 
depicted filled with scrolls or codices; see, for example, the fresco paintings in the lunette of the 
“Arcosolium of Veneranda” in the catacomb of Domitilla; the cubiculum lunette in the same catacomb 
which depicts Daniel in the lions’ den; and the frescoes from the catacomb of Trebius Iustus [= ICA, no. 
000161406, no. 000161542, and no. 000167228].  The first painting is particularly relevant since it 
depicts both a scrinium filled with rotuli, or scrolls; and also shows the central figure sitting next to an 
open codex.  Thus, both forms of written media could appear side by side, as in the Ostian glass. 
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that it is not a ‘XP’ but a star.34  Dennis Trout has demonstrated that the star, both in literary 

and artistic realms, was often used to connote a martyr’s elevated status amongst Christian 

communities.35 The entire ceiling of the Ravenna mausoleum, for instance, is filled with the 

stellar signs of martyrdom.  The curve of the ‘P’ (rho), which, according to Squarciapino in 

1952, had “nearly disappeared,” may never have been there at all. 

 As already noted, however, Gillian Mackie has recently suggested that we identify the 

figure in the Ravenna lunette with the Spanish martyr Vincent, who, she hypothesizes, held a 

special place in the Spanish-born imperial household at the time.  It is true, Mackie admits, that 

it was the deacon’s duty to defend Christianity’s sacred texts, an inference scholars have relied 

upon to explain the representation of the gospel cabinet in the scene.36 Nevertheless, Mackie 

has proposed that the books are not generic symbols but rather a specific part of the visual 

narrative, representing the “secret scriptures” Vincent would not turn over to his torturers.37 

Furthermore, because the panel does not specifically show the male deacon on top of the bed of 

flames in the act of being tortured, she hesitates to identify the figure as Lawrence, preferring to 

read the grill as the pyre on which Vincent was asked to throw the scriptures.   

 At present, I remain unconvinced of this new reading of this panel for several reasons.38 

Mackie never makes clear why the patron of the mausoleum would choose to privilege Vincent, 

popular in Gaul, at the expense of Lawrence himself, who, in fact, was one of the most revered 

saints in Spain, Italy, and elsewhere at the time.39 Indeed, the extent to which the imperial 

family derived their ideological, or even iconographic, programs specifically from Spain is a 

difficult proposition to sustain, as Neil McLynn has pointed out.40 Moreover, because narrative 

representations of saints’ lives are rarely a feature of early Christian art, as Beat Brenk has 

observed, it is also worth acknowledging that the relationship between the images on the 

                                                                            
34 As of December 2007, the glass cup has been set aside for restoration; and I have been unable as yet 
to view the artifact.  My proposal is, therefore, only tentative at this point. 
35 Trout 2005a, 165-78. 
36 Mackie 1990, 54-57 
37 Prud. Pe. 5.180-84. 
38 See Grig (2004b, 222-23 n. 104), who expresses similar skepticism. 
39 Prud. Pe. 11.231-38; see also Castillo Maldonado 2005, 171. 
40 McLynn 2005, 119. 
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lunette may have been purposely vague.41 Every deacon, including Vincent and Lawrence, was 

the protector of Christian scripture, the books that contained the “new law” of Christ.  It is this 

awareness of the deacon’s “law-giving role” that led Prudentius to describe Lawrence appearing 

in the guise of Moses, with a face that glowed like the old lawgiver descending from the 

mountain.42 At Ravenna, in the small mausoleum, as sunlight filtered through the small window 

in the lunette, the glowing face of the male figure, picked out in glass tesserae, would have made 

a similar impression on a Late Antique spectator.  But is he protecting the books from the open 

flames, or are the flames calling him to martyrdom? If it is, indeed, Lawrence, then the Ravenna 

lunette provides strong confirmation that the figure on the Ostian glass is the same Roman 

martyr.  Perhaps intentionally, the image is not precise.  

 

 An Urban Christian Basilica: The Lawrence Tradition 

 If it is Lawrence who is depicted on the Ostian glass, it is certainly not the only example 

of his popularity at Rome’s old harbor.  In this section I explore a literary tradition that 

attributes Ostia’s first urban basilica to this same Roman deacon.  G. Calza, P. A. Février and 

others had long surmised the presence of an urban Christian basilica within the city walls, dated 

to the Constantinian era.43 Previous candidates like the so-called basilica on the Decumanus 

have come and gone.  New evidence has now settled this debate.  In 1996, Michael 

Heinzelmann, Franz Alto Bauer and members of the Deutsches Archäologisches Institut 

detected the basilica with a combination of geophysical survey and magnetometry.  They 

supplemented these preliminary discoveries with strategic trenches two years later.44 

Heinzelmann and Bauer have used the resulting evidence to reconstruct the building and 

comment on its construction phases.  Incorporating foundations of a 2nd c. Ostian insula, or 

apartment complex, the basilica in its final form comprised an atrium, a three-aisled nave with 

                                                                            
41 Brenk 2005, 254. 
42 “illi os decore splenduit / fulgorque circumfusus est. / talem revertens legifer / de monte vultum 
detulit,” Prud. Pe. 2.361-64. 
43 Février 1958. 
44 Bauer and Heinzelmann 2001, 1999a and 1999b. 
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apse measuring approximately 51 m long, and a small adjacent baptistery (Figure 3.8).  

Ceramic material found within the basilica suggests construction during the 4th c.  The 

baptistery itself is a 5th c. addition, and the apse shows evidence of 7th c. restoration.  

Remaining an active site for at least four centuries, the basilica fell into disuse at the end of the 

8th or start of the 9th c. C.E.45  

 The publication of the Ostian basilica is now finding a wider audience.46 At present, the 

limited nature and careful interpretation of this archaeological evidence does not brook any 

challenge.  However, the excavators’ description of the building as the “Constantinian bishop’s 

basilica of Ostia,” attributed to Peter, Paul and John the Baptist, does merit further review.  

Their conjecture depends on reconciling two unreliable Late Antique sources: “The Acts of 

Gallicanus” in the Acta Sanctorum and “The Life of Sylvester” in the Liber Pontificalis, both of 

which mention a basilica at Ostia.47  The Liber Pontificalis credits this building to Constantine 

and says that he named it for the two apostles and John the Baptist (fecit Constantinus Augustus 

basilicam in civitate Hostia, LP 34.28).  Gallicanus then added to this structure.48 The Acta 

Sanctorum omits any mention of Constantine and claims that Gallicanus himself, at the urging 

of St. Lawrence in a dream, built Ostia’s first urban basilica and named it for the Roman saint 

(primus in Ostiensi urbe extruxit ecclesiam; huic se…Laurentius revelavit, adhortans eum, ut in euis 

nomine ecclesiam fabricaret, AASS VII, June, p. 34).  The text describes the basilica’s location 

near a gate in the town’s southern wall (in porta quae nunc usque Laurentia nuncupatur, AASS 

VII, June, p. 34).49 Each of these writings postdates the rule of Constantine, the period they 

purport to describe, by at least a century and half, if not more.  An edition of the Liber 

                                                                            
45 Bauer and Heinzelmann 2001, 280-82. 
46 For example, see Johnson 2006, 291 and Plan 12. 
47 A concise description of these sources, whose present texts are heavily redacted but whose earliest 
versions may date to the 5th or 6th c., is presented in Cecchelli (2003, 7); see also Bundy 1987.  Further 
discussion below. 
48 “eodem tempore fecit Constantinus Augustus basilicam in civitate Hostia, iuxta portum urbis Romae, 
beatorum apostolorum Petri et Pauli et Iohannis Baptistae, ubi et dona obtulit haec: … item dona quae 
obtulit Gallicanus basilicae suprascriptae sanctorum apostolorum Petri et Pauli et Iohannis Baptistae,” LP 
34.28-29 p. 183, “Life of Sylvester, 314-35 C.E. 
49 “hic [Gallicanus] primus in Ostiensi urbe extruxit ecclesiam, et dedicavit officia clericorum.  huic se 
sanctus Levita Laurentius revelavit, adhortans eum, ut in euis nomine ecclesiam fabricaret in porta, quae 
nunc usque Laurentia nuncupatur,” AASS VII, June, p. 33-34. 
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Pontificalis was redacted around 530 C.E.50 Similarly, most scholars agree that the Acta 

Sanctorum may have been redacted as early as the 5th or 6th c. century, although none of the 

surviving manuscripts predates the 8th c.51 It should be clear that both of these texts are a shaky 

foundation on which to base any historical investigation.  

 My aim here is not to weigh the historicity of one narrative against the other; but rather, 

to explore the overlooked significance of the textual tradition in which Lawrence features so 

prominently.  Any analysis of this text, however, must take into account not one but two 

historical contexts: first, the social and cultural environment of 4th c. Ostia, which the 

Lawrence-Gallicanus text purports to describe in faithful terms; and second, the 5th or 6th c. 

milieu which may have influenced the redaction of the text itself.  This section attempts to 

address the former.52 Thus, I would ask: Are there any details within the Lawrence-Gallicanus 

narrative which could shed light on social and cultural factors that gave rise to Ostia’s first urban 

basilica? And how might this Lawrence-Gallicanus tradition in its oral or early textual form have 

addressed specific concerns of the 4th c. Christian community at Ostia? 

 First of all, it is important to note that the Lawrence-Gallicanus tradition makes no 

mention of the emperor’s role in the construction of the church.  If this tradition is, indeed, 

reliable, then Christianity’s first monumental building within the city walls was a local initiative, 

not an imperially-imposed decision from Rome, as the Liber Pontificalis suggests.  Built around 

the miraculous intervention of a wealthy Roman martyr, the Lawrence narrative underscores 

the role that the elite, not the emperor, may have played in constructing Ostia’s first urban 

basilica.  In this regard, it is true that the consul Gallicanus, to whom Lawrence appears, may be 

a reference to an actual, historical figure.53 Yet the narrative as whole, by comparing Lawrence’s 

distribution of wealth to Gallicanus’ own civic benefactions, might also have had a rhetorical 

                                                                            
50 See the discussion in Cooper (1999) or Llewellyn (1976). 
51 Dufourcq 1988, 1.279-82; a more complete discussion of the dating appears in CHAPTER FOUR. 
52 I will consider the latter context in the next chapter. 
53 Champlin suggests that “Gallicanus” is Ovinius Gallicanus, consul in 317 C.E. (1982, 73-76).  Grégoire 
and Orgels prefer a second “Gallicanus,” consul in 331 (1954, 581-601).  Debate over this man’s identity 
thus figures prominently in the works of scholars who study the conversion of the Roman aristocracy (for 
example, Barnes 1995, 142). 
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dimension intended to speak specifically to the 4th c. Christian community at Ostia.  Perhaps 

“Gallicanus” himself was a narrative symbol intended to stand in for the upper echelon of the 

local, wealthy community who had paid for the church’s foundation.  Whichever case may be 

true, the particulars of this foundation narrative may have appealed to an elite segment of Late 

Ostian society that viewed public munificence not only as an admirable act of Christian piety 

but one that matched the spirit of Lawrence’s own donations to the urban poor.  In any case, it 

is important to stress that the church within the walls may or may not have born the martyr’s 

name. 

 For all of these reasons, it remains important to distinguish, not collapse, pace Bauer 

and Heinzelmann, the two textual traditions that report the foundation of the urban church at 

Ostia.54 In fact, there is no evidence that the two sources refer to the same building at all.  

“Constantine’s church,” if it does exist, may still lie hidden; and, in the meantime, the cult of 

Lawrence at Ostia may have now come more fully into view. 

 
 People in the Neighborhood: Cybele and Attis 
 
  “mors illa sancti martyris 
  mors vera templorum fuit….    
  aedemque, Laurenti, tuam 
  Vestalis intrat Claudia.” 
 
  “The death of the holy martyr  
  was truly the death of the temples…. 
  And [now] a Vestal Virgin, Claudia, 
  enters your house of worship, Lawrence.” 
 
    — Prudentius (Peristephanon 2.509-510, 527-528) 
  

 Whereas polemical poets like the late 4th c. writer Prudentius often bespoke an image 

of confrontational Christian hostility to traditional Roman cults, material evidence, as already 
                                                                            
54 One might also consider whether the “Lawrence” tradition developed as a false aetiology — attributing 
the church’s foundation to the deacon in order explain the building’s proximity to the gate.  Thus, 
perhaps the Laurentian basilica, named for “Lawrence,” was originally called the Laurentian basilica 
because of its location near the Porta or via Laurentina. 
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discussed, frequently undermines the ideas of open conflict these writers hoped to cement in 

the minds of their readers.  Because  the town of Dura Europus, Syria, preserves Christian, 

traditional and Jewish spaces, it has long afforded scholars a unique opportunity to study the 

nature of specific religious identities within the context of a cosmopolitan setting.  For instance, 

by demonstrating that interior, privatized architectural spaces are a common feature of Dura, 

not exclusively limited to Christian or Jewish architecture, Annabel Jane Wharton and L. 

Michael White, in particular, have been able to challenge the assumption that these local, 

minority communities were somehow unique in pursuing a low social profile.55 It is the range 

and variety of evidence from Dura that makes such an exploration possible. 

 It is a stroke of good fortune, then, that at Ostia both the partially excavated site of an 

urban Christian basilica and the nearly complete remains of a traditional sanctuary space in 

approximately the same neighborhood (4.1.1-8 and Figure 3.9) have been preserved.  In light 

of Prudentius’ verse, the chance fact that this Ostian sanctuary once belonged to Cybele seems 

strikingly fitting.  According to Roman legend, it was none other than a member of the Claudian 

family, the Vestal Virgin Claudia Quinta, who succeeded in freeing Cybele’s ship from Tiber’s 

mouth and ultimately brought the Great Mother to Rome.56 Six hundred years later, if we take 

the words of the poet at face value, members of the upper class were now abandoning the 

traditional cults and flocking to the city’s churches.57 Using sculptural evidence from the 

Sanctuary of Magna Mater, however, I will refine the poet’s representations of life on the streets 

by suggesting one way in which traditional sanctuaries remained relevant and respected spaces, 

even after dedications ceased.   

 Unlike the tenuous relationship that sometimes exists at Ostia between a building’s 

identification and archaeological material, a wealth of epigraphic and sculptural evidence, most 

                                                                            
55 See “Defining Community: Local Space / Local Authority,” in Wharton 1995, 23-33; see also “‘Private’ 
Cults in a Constructive Context,” in White 1990, 26-59. 
56 April 204 B.C.E., Livy 29.14.13.  The event itself remained lore to Late Antique authors; for example, 
see Amm. Marc. RG 22.9.5-7, Arnobius Adv. nat. 7.49 and Julian Orat. 5.159C.  
57 I agree with Roberts, however, that Prudentius’ poetry offers more regarding the growing devotion to 
martyr-cults in the author’s own region, Spain, at the end of the 4th c., than it does as a journalistic 
report of mores in contemporary Rome (1993, 4); see also McLynn 1996, 316-17. 
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found within the precinct itself, has confirmed the location of the Sanctuary for the “Mother of 

the Gods.”58 Located in the southern area of Region Four, this open space lies directly west of 

Ostia’s Cardo Maximus and a southern town gate, commonly called the “Porta Laurentina” 

(Figure 3.10).59 The Temple of Magna Mater (4.1.1) is located at the western end of this 

triangular sanctuary, along whose southern side stretches the remains of a portico (4.1.2), 

approximately 130 m long (Figure 3.11).  Between 1858 and 1870, under the direction of Pius 

IX, P. E. and C. L. Visconti, uncle and nephew, excavated this western half of the sanctuary, 

including the area from the portico to the Porta Laurentina.60 In 1870, due to the establishment 

of the Italian state, the papal excavations came to an end.61 The Visconti ceased work.  Then, in 

the early decades of the 20th c., Guido Calza returned to uncover the eastern portion of the 

campus (Figure 3.12).62 He was able to identify the Temple of Attis; the Temple of Bellona; 

and the meeting rooms of the Hastiferi (spear-bearers), a guild associated with the goddess 

Bellona (4.1.3-8).63 Entrance to and exit from the sanctuary as a whole was located north of 

these buildings in the vicinity of several 2nd c. C.E. rooms often identified with two groups of 

the cult of Cybele: the Cannophoroi (reed-bearers) and Dendrophoroi (tree-bearers).64  

 The nature and preservation of the remains from this sanctuary are unique in the 

context of Ostian archaeology.  From 1858 to 1947, the Visconti, Calza and their two teams of 

workers unearthed a combined total of twenty-two pieces of sculpture from within the 

sanctuary’s walls, all of which pertain to the Cybele cult.  The Visconti themselves were 

responsible for three prize pieces: two marble statues, one of Attis, the other of a small chicken; 

                                                                            
58 For example, see “imaginem matris deum argenteam,” CIL 14.34 [= CCCA 3.401] and “imaginem Attis 
(sic) argentiam,” CIL 14.35 [= CCCA 3.402]; see also the collection numbers MM 41-91 in Rieger 2004, 
290-301; Berlioz 1997; and Calza 1946, 190-92. 
59 Calza 1946, 186. 
60 “Real-time” excavation reports appeared in Giornale di Roma (22 January, 26 February, 22 May and 8 
June 1867; 3 April 1868; 23 February, 20 April, 18 May and 14 June 1869; and 15 March, 16 May and 3 
June 1870). 
61 Olivanti 2001, 60-65. 
62 Searching for more precise information about the earliest phases of the Temple of Bellona, Pellegrino 
organized a limited excavation in this same region (1986, 183-200).  The work of Mar et al. focuses on 
development of the sanctuary from the Republican to the High Imperial period (1999, 20-22). 
63 See Rieger 2004, 100-104. 
64 On these groups and their role in the cult of Cybele, more generally, see Visconti 1868, 362-96; see 
also Taylor 1912, 58-60; Meiggs 19732, 360-65; and Rieger 2004, 115-17 and 159-61.  
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and one bronze statuette of Venus.65 C. L. Visconti himself marveled at the almost-perfect 

condition of the pieces.  “They had been overturned,” he wrote, perhaps as a natural product of 

time; and at the moment of their discovery, “they were lying on the pavement in the portico.”66 

This last circumstance even led Visconti to infer that the artifacts had never been hidden, 

although it is impossible to judge the validity of this conclusion.  These three valuable pieces, 

which were quickly sent to the papal collections in the Vatican and Lateran, nevertheless hinted 

at more finds to come.67 When excavation later resumed, this nascent collection grew seven-

fold.  This second campaign unearthed sculptural friezes of lions and bulls, sacred to Cybele; 

representations of pine trees that symbolized her priest, Attis; and statues of Attis himself and 

other gods and goddesses assimilated to or associated with the Cybele cult.  The Shrine of Attis 

itself was the origin of many of these new pieces.  Regrettably, Calza provided no further details 

about their exact find spots.68 These objects are now housed in the Ostian museum and the 

Ostian archives.69  

 In some ways, the historical fragmentation of this material between museums in Rome 

and Ostia mirrors, or perhaps encouraged, the piecemeal methods scholars have heretofore 

used to analyze the evidence.  Of course, these earlier studies have paid valuable dividends.  

Raissa Calza-De Chirico, who first provided a chronological range for the statuary dedications, 

succeeded, in part, through careful study and comparison of select stylistic details she observed 

in individual pieces.70 At one end of this timeline she placed a neo-Attic altar of the twelve 

Olympian gods, dated to the 1st c. B.C.E. (Figure 3.13).71 At the other end of the spectrum she 

                                                                            
65 Visconti 1869, 211-45; see also Calza-De Chirico 1946, numbers 7, 8 and 17 [= Heblig4 1.1153 = CCCA 
3.394, 295 and 372 = Vatican Museum ex Laterano inv. 10785, 10745 and 17564 = Rieger MM 3, 4, and 5]. 
66 “Questi tre oggetti, della più perfetta conservazione, tolti via certamente dal tempio di Cibele, o dal 
sacrario metroaco, erano stati gittati, non però nascosti, dentro il portico; e giacevano sul pavimento,” 
Visconti 1869, 210-11. 
67 Visconti 1868, 362-413; ibid. 1869, 208-45. 
68 “Il valore di questo sacello e l’importanza della scoperta si accresce per l’eccezionale quantità e 
interesse dei trovamenti ivi fatti,” Calza 1946, 196. 
69 Calza-De Chirico 1946, 207. 
70 ibid., 207-27. 
71 All scholars agree that the Ostian altar dates to the 1st c. B.C.E. except Squarciapino, who attributes 
it to the “first century A.D.” Vermaseren explains this discrepancy as a misprint in her text (see CCCA 
no. 383).  For further examples of Cybele’s relationship with the twelve Olympian gods in art, see also 
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set an image of Dionysus, dedicated by a man named “Volusianus” during the late 4th c. 

(Figure 3.14).72 For subsequent scholars like Russell Meiggs and M. J. Vermaseren, Calza-De 

Chirico’s nearly unimpeachable work set five hundred years of Roman Cybele worship before 

their eager eyes.  These men soon began to write a narrative of the Ostian cult by introducing 

and discussing, each in turn, the date and social significance of individual artifacts, studies that 

have substantially improved our knowledge of Magna Mater during the 1st and 2nd c. C.E.73 

Because Calza-De Chirico had been able to identity only one 4th c. dedication, both Meiggs 

and Vermaseren concluded that the end of dedications at Ostia’s Sanctuary of Cybele coincided 

with the death of the cult in the face of a “triumphant” Christianity.74  

 I suggest that the cumulative nature of the sculptural evidence itself is an overlooked 

source of exploration and a relevant point of departure for the study of Ostia during the 4th, 5th 

and perhaps 6th c.  Thus, for representational purposes I have begun by superimposing these 

twenty-two artifacts on an architectural plan of the sanctuary (Figure 3.15).  It is significant to 

note that one person alone, a 2nd c. C.E. man named Gaius Cartilius Euplus, dedicated eight of 

these pieces.75 I have grouped these dedications into one image (Figure 3.16).  Deriving any 

value from this evidence demands a different approach than scholars have previously employed.  

I propose to treat this sculptural material as a “collection.” Although the term is problematic, I 

will argue that the conception of the material as a collection helps illustrate how and why 

Cybele’s sanctuary remained an important feature of Ostia’s cityscape even after dedications 

came to an end.  

 

 On Collecting: The Evidence for Late Antique Sculptural Collections 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
friezes from the island of Thasos (2nd c. C.E.) and from Lebadea, Boeotia (Hellenistic) [= Vermaseren 
1977, 76-80 and Plates 27-28].   
72 Rieger 2004, 150-52; see also Calza 1946, 204 [= MusOst inv. 165 = Heblig4 4.3007I = CCCA 3.366]. 
73 Both Steuernager (2004, 110-19 and 229) and Rieger recapitulate this same approach (2004, 93-173 and 
Table 3); see also Vermaseren 1977, 60-63; and Meiggs 19732, 354-66. 
74 See “Reviewing the 4th c. Narrative,” in CHAPTER TWO. 
75 Calza-De Chirico 1946, numbers 4-6, 10-11, 13 and 18 [= MusOst inv. 161-162, 164, 166-168 and 172 = 
Heblig4 4.3007A –G = CCCA 3.383, 3.375, 3.369, 3.367, 3.377, 3.373, 3.376 = Rieger MM 10, 13-15, 20-22. 
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 Like an individual text, work of art, or building, collections, too, can be a source for 

knowledge and the presentation of ideas.76 Still, the word itself is not entirely unproblematic.  In 

a colonial context, for example, the notion of display can become tainted with ideas of 

aggressive power and rapacious triumph since collectors, in the process of considering when 

and how to exhibit an artifact, thereby impose their own meaning on acquired objects.77 On the 

other hand, as Ivan Karp has written, the study of a collection can often elucidate the 

relationships that exist between the display of objects and the community at large.  By 

facilitating a debate or discussion about personal and community identity, for instance, a public 

collection can challenge rigid definitions of those very terms.78 Whether it be the initial or 

repeated visit to site; the narrative content of the objects themselves; or the aesthetic 

experience of the artwork, collections thus present the viewer, or visitor, multiple opportunities 

for constructing meaning.79 But how do we query a “collection”? What methods can we use to 

extract meaning from the whole without becoming mired in the study of individual parts? 

Stephen Greenblatt has proposed a way forward.  According to Greenblatt, one way to read a 

collection is to study its “resonance,” that is, “the power of the displayed object to reach out 

beyond its formal boundaries to a larger world, to evoke in the viewer the complex, dynamic 

cultural forces from which it has emerged….”80 Advocating a method of investigation that 

moves beyond a strict analysis of aesthetic, or formal, aspects of a single artwork, this kind of 

approach aims to recover the potential meaning, or significance, of an entire collection through 

a study of the collection’s historical context.   

  In light of the archaeological discoveries unearthed at Ostia’s Sanctuary of Magna 

Mater, this method opens a new avenue of exploration.  Indeed, one could argue that the 

twenty-two piece “collection” was created at the time of its last dedication, the sculpture of 

                                                                            
76 See “Introduction,” by I. Karp in Karp, Kreamer and Lavine  (eds.) 1992, 2. 
77 See Berlo and Phillips et al. 1995, 6-10; see also “Exhibiting Intention: Some Preconditions of the 
Visual Display of Culturally Purposeful Objects,” by M. Baxandall in Karp and Lavine (eds.) 1991, 33-41. 
78 Karp, Kreamer and Lavine (eds.) 1992, 3-6. 
79 ibid., 2. 
80 “Resonance and Wonder,” by S. Greenblatt in Karp and Lavine (eds.) 1991, 42-56, and specifically 42. 
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Dionysus (Figure 3.14).81 Although the figure’s head is now lost, the animal skin cloak he 

wears underneath his mantle helped Calza-De Chirico establish the identity of the frenzied god.  

She originally proposed that its dedicator, “Volusianus,” was the urban prefect of Rome in 335 

C.E, concluding that the Ostian statue was erected during the early or mid 4th c.82 Subsequent 

scholars, including Vermaseren, Rieger and Neil McLynn, have preferred to identify him with 

Caeionius Rufius Volusianus Lampadius, urban prefect in 365 C.E., who would have therefore 

dedicated the Ostian statue during the mid to late 4th c.83 Based on comparable evidence from 

Magna Mater’s cult in Rome, I find this second identification more likely.  Late 4th c. epigraphs 

from the Vatican Phrygianum, for instance, include multiple dedications by members of the 

gens Caeionii.84 The latest of these inscriptions, erected by Caeionius Rufius Volusianus, son of 

the urban prefect, dates to 23 May 390 C.E., making a contemporary dedication at Ostia by 

either father or son a reasonable possibility.85  

 There is sufficient reason to believe that all sculpture contained within the boundaries 

of Ostia’s open-air sanctuary may have constituted a veritable “collection” in the eyes of both its 

late 4th c. audience and, perhaps, later generations.  From Egypt to Constantinople, from Gaul 

to Aphrodisias, Turkey, examples abound of Late Antique sculptural collections organized, 

preserved and protected in a variety of local contexts.  Moreover, in at least one case from Sidi 

Bishr, a suburb of Alexandria, a local patron who lacked a true “collection” may have even 

commissioned an entire ensemble of stylistically retrospective sculptures for his or her own 

home.  

 To begin, more than one scholar has noted the accumulation of sculptures that were 

discovered in the House of the Fortuna Annonaria at Ostia (5.2.8), a residence that remained 
                                                                            
81 “Volusianus v(ir) c(larissimus) ex pra / efetis (sic) tauroboliatus d(onum) d(edit),” AE 1945, number 55. 
I will not discuss here the particulars of the taurobolium sacrifice; see, for example, McLynn 1996. 
82 See Calza-DeChirico 1946, 219-220; see also PLRE 1 “Ceionius Rufius Albinus 14” and Chastagnol 1960, 
393-99. 
83 Rieger 2004, 287 [= MM 24]; see also McLynn 1996, 326-28; and PLRE 1 “Volusianus signo Lampadius 5,” 
Chastagnol 1960, 427-35. 
84 For dedications at the Vatican, see AE 1953, no. 238, CIL 6.509, 6.511-512, and 6.30966; see also 
Liverani 2001.  
85 CIL 6.512 [= ILS 4154 = Duthoy 1969, 19-20 and Number 25].  It is interesting to note that this family 
tree reaches into the first decade of the 6th c., when another “Volusianus” served as Rome’s consul; see 
PLRE 2 “Volusianus 5,” consul in 503 C.E. 
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occupied until the 6th c. even though none of the statues originally dates to this late period.86 

Here, excavators found at least eight identifiable statues of figures sculpted in both Greek and 

Roman Imperial styles.  These included the head of an “archaistic” Kore figure; a head of 

Athena, modeled on a work of the Classical sculptor Alcamenes; a portrait of an Antonine 

female; and a 3rd c. C.E. portrait of a  Roman male.87 Yet another piece from the same group 

was entirely reworked in the Late Roman period: a statue of Diana wearing a chiton, standing 

alongside a hunting dog.  This one piece speaks to the prestige that often accrued to a statue, or 

a collection of statues, over time.  Because the drapery of the chiton above Diana’s waist is 

“heavily reworked,” Hannestad has proposed that the upper torso is from an earlier sculpture.  

In contrast, the folds in the drapery on the lower torso show a much better state of preservation.  

Hannestad attributes the statue’s “complete overhaul” in Late Antiquity to its status as “a 

valuable collector’s item,” whose importance to the family was so great that they paid for its 

repair, not its replacement. 

 Lea Sterling has observed similar themes of display and collection in other Late Antique 

domestic settings.  Surveying the production of Late Antique statuettes in Gaul, she has 

suggested that the continued relevance of mythological subjects like Cybele, Diana and 

Dionysius, often displayed along side other statuary pieces from earlier periods, helped convey 

the education and status of the home owners who exhibited them.88 It was a cultural trend that 

was not limited to one geographic region of the empire.  In fact, evidence from Sidi Bishr, east 

of Alexandria, suggests that a local patron might even commission an ensemble of 

“retrospective” works if he or she lacked a proper “collection.”  N. Hannestad has drawn 

attention to a group of thirteen statues from a Late Antique villa at Sidi Bishr that all evince a 

2nd c. C.E. style with similarities to known Late Roman pieces.  Hannestad proposed they had 

been commissioned as a group in the 4th c. as an homage towards the Antonine age.89 

                                                                            
86 See “Ostia” in Stirling 2005, 169-72. 
87 For this description of the finds, see Hannestad ibid. 102-06 and fig. 65-66 [= Mus. Ost. inv. no. 84 = 
Helbig4 4.3031 = Italian National Photographic Archives Neg. E. 23882]; for the details of the Diana statue 
quoted in this paragraph, see Hannestad ibid. 103.   
88 Stirling 2005, 27 and 200-02 (specifically, Cybele statuary in a home in 5th c. Athens). 
89 Hannestad 1994, 117-23; see also Heres 1982, 542-48 and Number 80. 
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 These examples from domestic settings complement the picture S. Bassett has provided 

of urban development in Late Antique Constantinople, where both Constantine and 

Theodosius relied upon sculptural appropriation to add layers of ancient and dynastic meaning 

to the appearance of the new capital.90 Concern for city aesthetics was not the sole prerogative 

of the emperors, either.  A late 4th c. Christian named Lausos assembled and exhibited thirteen 

statues in a portico East of the Forum of Constantine.  The collection once comprised such 

famous works of art as the Olympian Zeus by Pheidias and the Knidian Aphrodite by Praxiteles. 

According to Bassett, Lausos may have conceived his antiquarian collection as a way to distance 

the Christian present from the problematic past without eliminating its vestiges entirely.91    

 The totality of this comparative evidence suggests that the Ostian statuary, too, may 

have been viewed as a proper “collection” at the end of the 4th c.  If so, it follows that the 

Sanctuary of Magna Mater became an important site for the negotiation of identities in Late 

Roman Ostia.92 In order to lay the foundation for that latter investigation, the next section 

explores the cultural “resonance” of two specific objects from the Ostian group.  My goal is to 

demonstrate that at least two of the sculptures predating Volusianus’ own dedication may have 

remained culturally relevant, or “resonant,” long after the date when they were first erected.  

Representations of Attis, for instance, whose spring resurrection was an important feature of the 

Late Roman religious calendar, may have resonated with 4th and 5th c. culture as it began to 

assimilate this god’s story to the Easter narrative.  In another example, a relief of animals sacred 

to Cybele, dedicated by the 2nd c. Roman Gaius Cartilius Euplus, may have remained resonant 

not for cultic reasons, but rather, due to the popularity of the gens Cartilii in Late Antique 

Rome, from whose lineage several contemporary senators claimed descent.  As a result, I 

suggest that both of these statuary pieces, although erected nearly two centuries earlier than 

                                                                            
90 Bassett 2004, 50-78 and 79-97. 
91 Unfortunately, a fire in 475 C.E destroyed Lausos’ efforts at preservation; and the collection now 
survives only in literary sources (Basset 2004, 98-120 and 232-38). 
92 “On Civil Society and Social Identity,” by I. Karp in Karp, Kreamer and Lavine (eds.) 1992, 19-33 and 
specifically 19. 
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Volusianus’ own, nevertheless, continued to shape Ostia’s social and cultural identities into the 

5th c., as did the larger collection to which they all belonged. 

 

 Resonance 

 “… [is] the power of the displayed object to reach out beyond its formal boundaries 
to a larger world, to evoke in the viewer the complex, dynamic cultural forces from 
which it has emerged….” 
 
 — “Resonance and Wonder,” by Stephen Greenblatt, in Karp and Lavine 
 (eds.) 1991. 
 

 The first statue I have chosen to explore is a mournful figure of Attis.93 He is seated on a 

lion, an animal sacred to Cybele (Figure 3.17) and, therefore, an appropriate iconographical 

choice for the depiction of her priest and devoted follower.94 The inscription on the statue base 

identifies the motivation for its dedication: “C. Cartilius Euplus gave this gift on the advice of 

the Goddess” (C. Cartilius Euplus | ex monitu deae d[onum] d[edit]).95 Carved from Italian 

marble, at present 1.61 m tall, Attis himself is shown wearing a so-called Phrygian cap, symbol 

of the goddess’ Anatolian origins, and a crown of vine leaves.96 This latter attribute, as well as 

the young god’s long, feminine mantle, associates him with the god Dionysus, a syncretism that 

Volusianus’ 4th c. dedication also evokes.  This assimilation is not surprising.  The circular altar 

dedicated to the twelve Olympian deities (Figure 3.13) is evidence of the umbrella role that 

both the “Mother of the Gods” and her priest had assumed as early as the 1st c. B.C.E.   

However, it was the mythical story of Attis’ death and resurrection, often represented in 

dedications by the pine tree, which was a central feature of the Cybele cult.97 

                                                                            
93 Calza-De Chirico 1946, 218-19, no. 11; see also Vermaseren (1966, 22-30 and Plate 18 no. 1). 
94 See “Magna Mater and Attis,” ANRW 2.17.3. 
95 On the 2nd c. C.E. context of these dedications, see Rieger 2004, 141-42. 
96 See Roller 1999, 237-59. 
97 Of course, Attis was not unique in achieving this feat of conquering death, as both Dionysus and 
Hercules might be quick to point out.  



  
105 

 Like Magna Mater, Attis, too, was honored during his own religious “holy week” which 

took place at the end of March.98 Accompanied by a series of games, banquets, sacrifice and 

music, all of which were presided over by Cybele’s priests, the Galli; her priestesses; temple 

attendants, and other staff.99 Indeed, this festival period, which lasted more than a mere seven 

days, became a highly visible event in the social and cultural life of the capital throughout the 

city’s history.  According to one Roman calendar, the festival commenced with the Canna intrat 

on March 15, followed by Arbor intrat on March 22; Sanguem on March 24; the Hilaria on 

March 25; Requetio on March 26; Lavatio on March 27, and ended with the Initium Caiani on 

March 28.100 It is likely that at least some of these feasts remained prominent as late as the 4th 

c.101 Its annual visibility may also explain why representations of dancing Galli often personify 

the month of April in illustrations from the Codex-Calendar.102 More recently, Jacob Latham 

has argued that some elements of this public display almost certainly continued into the 5th c., 

perhaps even as late as the time of Gregory I.103 The college of Dendrophoroi, for example, who 

were responsible for carrying the representation of the sacred tree in the citywide procession on 

March 22 (Arbor intrat), was banned only in 415 C.E.104 I believe Latham is correct to infer 

from this legislation that these public processions, in what form we cannot say precisely, must 

have remained a visible feature of both the 5th c. capital and Ostia, as well. 

 The enduring persistence of these festivals, whatever their 4th or 5th c. shape, is an 

important point of departure for exploring how 4th and 5th c. society invested and transformed 

its cultural heritage with new meanings.  This adaptability is not a characteristic unique to Late 

Antique society.  Many scholars have studied, for example, the ways in which early Roman 

Religion reinterpreted Greek and Etruscan religious rites to suit its own social, political, and 

                                                                            
98 Quoting Lancellotti 2002, 83.   
99 Vermaseren 1977, 107-10; see also “Gallos,” RE 7.674-82 and “Gallos,” RAC cols. 984-1034. 
100 CIL 12 p. 260.  For a treatment of each particular festival, see Vermaseren 1966. 
101 Salzman 1990, 83-91, 164-169; and ibid. 1984, 46-50; see also Rieger 2004, 154-56 and 168-72. 
102 Salzman 1984, 164-69. 
103 Latham 2007, 248-254. 
104 CTh 14.8.1. 
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cultural needs.105 Mary Beard has also shown how Roman Imperial poets offered imaginative 

reinterpretations of older religious festivals which may have lost their original meaning.106 It is 

not surprising, then, to see this interpretative process, engaging with the religious past, continue 

into the High Empire and Late Antiquity.  As early as the 2nd c., for example, some Christian 

church leaders in Rome felt compelled to address the popularity of Attis’ cult.  In a sermon 

attributed to Hippolytus, a priest encourages his flock to turn away from traditional religious 

practices associated with Attis by emphasizing the god’s similarities to Christianity.  Hippolytus 

specifically engages with the Attis myth and reinterprets it within the framework of Christian 

Gnosticism, perhaps in an attempt to appropriate the story of the born and resurrected priest.107 

Yet Christian leaders alone were not the only ones reinterpreting the Attis myth for specific 

audiences.  In the mid 4th c., Attis’ death and rebirth provided the Emperor Julian an allegorical 

and philosophical narrative to advance his own Neo-Platonist ideas about the fall and ascent of 

humankind.108 What these examples reveal is that, even as individuals often engaged with the 

same myths, rituals, festivals, or shared history, the process of reinterpretation could often result 

in competing points of view or opposing concepts of tradition.  So, in much the same way, the 

5th c. writer Macrobius could write an encomium to classical literary culture, encouraging its 

preservation; while his near contemporary, the poet Prudentius, could dismiss the same as a 

legacy with no enduring value.109 

 I have emphasized this adaptive quality of Roman religion  because it provides a 

compelling framework for evaluating the 2nd c. Attis sculpture in its Late Roman context.  

Accordingly, I would propose that, during the 4th c. and 5th c., the Attis dedication may have 
                                                                            
105 See, for example, “The Early Character of Roman Religion” in North (2000, 13-20); see also 
“Innovation and Its Accommodation” in ibid. (2000, 54-62); as well as the case study of the Carmen 
Saeculare in Feeney (1998, 32-39).  On “interpretatio graeca,” see Torelli (2000). 
106 See Beard 1987. 
107 Hippolytus Rel. 5.6.3-7 and 9.7-11 [= Beard, North and Price 1998, 2 no. 12.7E(iv)]; see also “Cybele, 
the Emperors and Christianity” in Vermaseren 1977, 177-82; “De la Mère des dieux à la Mère de Dieu” 
and “Épilogue byzantin” in Borgeaud 1996, 169-83; and Fear 1996. 
108 Jul. Orat. 5, 362 C.E.; see also the emperor’s contemporary, Sallustius (De diis et mundo, 4.10.10). As 
Mary Beard has shown, it was precisely this kind of “re-interpretation,” that is, the creation of new 
meaning, that helped to guarantee the survival of even the most obscure Roman religious festivals, 
dating to back to Republican times (ibid. 1987). 
109 See Trout (forthcoming).  I am grateful to Dennis Trout for sharing this work with me in its current 
form. 
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been invested with new, contemporary meanings as the cultural conversation was changing 

around it.  A social environment that fostered active engagement with the religious past, not 

virulent separation from it, would allow a statue like the Attis statue to speak to several Late 

Antique audiences simultaneously: from traditionalists, who could actively reinterpret the Attis 

myth in more general, philosophical terms; to Christians, who could argue that a cultural 

fascination with Attis translated naturally into the worship of Christ.  In short, it was this kind of 

interpretative engagement which may also have ensured the preservation of the Attis statue 

within its social setting.  A Christian did not need to see Christ in Attis to appreciate the statue’s 

cultural capital; all that was needed was a fitting opportunity for discussion. 

 One iconographic feature of the Attis statue may have had particular “resonance” for a 

Late Antique viewer: the androgynous appearance of the god himself.  In the Ostian figure 

(Figure 3.17), the combination of long locks, a youthful complexion, feminized dress and salle 

de femme riding style all serve to emphasize Attis’ divinity.  For Roman writers this androgyny 

signified, or even determined, Attis’ priestly role.  Cybele’s own priests, the Galli, customarily 

performed self-castration in order to gain this same mark of distinction, differentiating 

themselves from the male and female worshipers and perhaps symbolically cutting themselves 

off from the material world.110 Perhaps not surprisingly, the Galli were at the fore of a cultural 

debate about gender roles in ancient religion and society.111 According to Will Roscoe, however, 

it was not the “exoticism” of their gender transgression that attracted such widespread 

attention, but rather the “transcendence” of their position as a tertium sexus, a “third sex.112 By 

uniting male and female, the Galli had, in effect, acquired the status of prodigies, “instances of 

the sacred breaking through to the level of the mundane.”113 

                                                                            
110 See Kuefler 2001, 246-54. 
111 This topic is well treated by the secondary sources I have already cited; see also Beard 1998.  For 
ancient discussions, for example, see Aug. De Civ. D. 7.24, Firmicius Maternus De errore profanarum 
religionum 4.2 [= PL 12], Tatian Oratio ad Graecos 8.2 [= PG 6], Justin Martyr Apologia 1.15 [= PG 6], and 
Apuleius Meta. 8.27-29.   
112 See Prud. Pe. 10.1071, Tertullian Ad nationes 1.20.4 [= PL 1] and SHA “Alexander Severus,” 23.7. 
113 Roscoe 1996, 204. 
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reads “To the divine will of Attis, C. Cartilius Euplus [gave this gift] on the advice of the 

Goddess” (numini Attis | C. [C]artilius Euplu[s] ex [mon]itu deae).  In this instance, however, 

instead of focusing on the subject of the relief, I would like to explore the Late Antique 

resonance of the family originally responsible for this and the seven other dedications that bear 

the same family name, namely, the gens Cartilii.119  

 One member of the Cartilii, in particular, was a stalwart of Ostian social and political 

life during the 1st c. B.C.E.  This man, Gaius Cartilius Poplicola (= Publicola), like the more 

famous 1st c. tribune, Clodius (= Claudius), may have used a modified spelling of his name to 

advertise his family’s humble origins or, at least, his family’s professed popularism.120 Poplicola 

himself left a lasting mark on Ostia’s urban landscape for subsequent generations to behold.121   

A prominent tomb outside the Porta Marina gate (4.9.2) preserves his legacy.122 A statue of the 

genius of Ostia found on the temple platform at 1.15.5 (see Figure 2.1) was also dedicated to 

him.123 And, lastly, a fragmentary black and white mosaic from the Late Republic depicts his 

name.  This mosaic was discovered in the cella of the westernmost temple at the Quattro 

Tempietti (2.8.2) and commemorates the Cartilii family’s architectural interventions at the 

sanctuary.124 Cartilius Euplus, who lived in the 2nd c. C.E., was almost certainly aware of the 

contributions which his ancestors had made to the social and religious life of Ostia. 

 In Late Antiquity, however, there is substantial evidence that a man like Volusianus (see 

Figure 3.14) may have set out to appropriate the legacy of the gens Cartilii at Ostia.  In the 4th 

and 5th c., at least as far as family lineage was concerned, perceptions were the reality; and 

members of the upper class were committed to preserving their contemporary social position 

                                                                            
119 PLRE 2 “Euplus”; see also CIL 6.31971 [= ILCV 485a = ICUR 1.865].  It is interesting to note that a man 
with a similar cognomen, “Euplus,” died in Rome in 476 C.E. and was buried in the cemetery of Priscilla; 
whether he was a distant heir of the family or if, in fact, he even knew about the collection at Ostia 
remains a mystery. 
120 See “Politics and Popularity in the Late Roman Republic,” in Tatum 1999, 1-31. 
121 See Cébeillac-Gervasoni 2001, 156-58. 
122 “[C. Carti]li[o C(ai) f(ilio) Pop]licolae duoviru (sic) VIII | [censori III et uxori et] libereis postereisque 
eivs,” CIL 6.29754 [= AE 1961 no. 326; AE 1968 no. 82]; see also SdO 3.209-10, 221-28 with Fig. 71. 
123 “C. Cartilius C. f(ilius) | duoviru (sic) tertio Poplicolae,” AE 1971 no. 74; see CHAPTER TWO. 
124 “[C(aius)] Cartilius C(aii) f(ilius) [Poplicola duovir ——— ] V [ ——],” CIL 14.4134.  I believe Rieger 
(2004, 63 with Fig. 43) is correct to restore the name set within the mosaic as “Poplicola.”  
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through ancient heritage.125 As John Matthews has rightly cautioned, of course, “[s]uch claims 

can rarely be substantiated in any detail.”126 Nevertheless, by adding his own dedication to the 

collected pieces of the Cartilii past, Volusianus, who may have had eyes on that social and 

political capital, was making a powerful visual statement: that the inheritance of the Cartilii had 

accrued to him.   

 In itself Volusianus’ motive is not surprising.  The appropriation of older monuments 

and the reuse of earlier material remains, commonly referred to in modern scholarship as 

“spoliation,” was, in fact, a significant part of artistic and architectural discourse during the 4th 

c.127 In this specific context, however, Volusianus may have been appropriating the past while 

simultaneously leaving its vestiges in place.  Dale Kinney has characterized this process as the 

creation of “virtual spolia,” whereby “the cited form visibly retains its own identity while also 

participating in a new artistic statement with a different subject.”128 Kinney has also suggested 

that we view at least some of these acts of Late Antique appropriation within the historical 

context of Roman military success, in which spoliation of the artistic past and its public display 

was the hallmark and prerogative of the victors.129 Consequently, I would propose that this 

same concept may help inform our understanding of the Ostian collection.  By adding his own 

dedication to the sanctuary, one chiseled with his name, Volusianus may have been staking his 

claim to the legacy of the entire collection — placing himself chronologically and triumphantly 

at its helm. 

 In fact, during the 5th c., other members of Volusianus’ extended family evinced similar 

concerns for augmenting their social status by appealing to the power of the past.  Although the 

precise date is unclear, sometime during the late 4th c. a woman named Albina, the sister of 
                                                                            
125 Matthews 1967, 1-31. 
126 ibid. 484-85 and 490-93. 
127 Witness, for example, the appropriated Trajanic, Hadrianic, and Anontine sculptures on Constantine’s 
arch in Rome; see “Past and Present,” in Elsner 2000, 163-75.  More recently, see Hansen 2003, with 
extensive bibliography.  The study by Kinney (1995) remains a fundamental one, defining the ancient and 
modern terms involved in the study of “spoliation.” 
128 Kinney 1997, 137-40. 
129 Kinney ibid., 120-22.  Note that this formulation of despoiled art, plundered in victory and brought 
back for display in Roman contexts, like sanctuary spaces, is distinct from any purported role art might 
have had in the performance of Roman military triumphal processions.  On the problematic nature of 
defining any specific, reoccuring components of this cultural event, see Beard 2007, 5. 
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Rufius Antonius Agrypnius Volusianus, married a man named Publicola.130 Publicola’s pedigree 

was an exalted one.  He was a member of the gens Valerii; and among his relatives, by marriage, 

was a figure such as the wealthy Christian Melania the Elder.131 Could the allure of a prominent 

Republican legacy, like the one associated with Gaius Cartilius Poplicola at Ostia, have 

persuaded a 5th c. man like Publicola to appropriate its cultural capital for his own personal 

gain, as well? 

 Contemporary evidence suggests  he may have done just that.  The father of the 4th c. 

orator Symmachus lauded a contemporary member of the gens Valerii for impressive 

connections to the Republican “Poplicola.”132 Archaeological evidence from the residence of 

the gens Valerii on the Caelian hill in Rome also shows that, at least through the 6th c., one 

distinguished Late Antique family took an active interest in preserving a “collection” of statues 

and inscriptions from the classical past.133 If Valerius Publicola did advertise, verbally or visually, 

his family’s descent from Cartilius Poplicola and, by extension, the 2nd c. figure of Cartilius 

Euplus, then this spoliation of someone else’s heritage would fit nicely with Late Roman trends 

to inflate family lines by way of “the appropriation of prestige.”134 Whether it was Volusianus, 

who may have crafted a strategy for appropriating the legacy of the earlier dedications; or 

whether it was a relative, Publicola, who traced his own family lineage to the Republican man of 

the same name, it is clear that social aspiration remained a driving force behind the motives of 

late 4th and 5th c. men.  It was a political climate well suited to ensure the lasting display of an 

ancient statuary collection at Ostia.135 

                                                                            
130 PLRE 1 “Albina 2” and PLRE 2 “Rufius Antonius Agrypnius Volusianus 6,” urban prefect in 417 C.E.  See 
also Trout 1999, 200-09; and Chastagnol 1956, 246-50. 
131 PLRE 1 “Melania 1 (the elder)”; and Stemma 20 “Family of Melania 1” and Stemma 30 “Family of the 
Valerii.”  More generally, see also Giardina (1998) and Clark (1984, 83-138). 
132 Symmachus Ep. 1.2.4. 
133 For discussion of archaeological material from 256-382 C.E., see “Domus Valerii” in LTUR 2.207; for 
the family’s continued habitation in the 6th c., see also “Xenodochium Valerii,” in ibid. 5.217. 
134 Hillner 2003, 139-40; see also Clark 1984, 83-89. 
135 Future work should now reassess the social, cultural, and perhaps specifically aesthetic needs that 
might have motivated Vettius Agorius Praetextatus to restore the statuary collection (367 C.E.) housed in 
the Portico of the Consenting Gods at the west end of the Roman Forum. Often labeled “the last major 
pagan dedication undertaken by a state official” in the Western capital, the dedicatory inscription 
specifically commemorates the restoration of statues of gods (simulacra) that lined the portico, thus 
enhancing the walkway’s aesthetic qualities (CIL 6.102 [= ILS 4003]); see also NTDAR 313, “Porticus 
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 Life On the Street: Towards the Emergence of a Museum Culture 

 
“We decree that the temple (aedem) shall continually be open … in which images 
are reported to have been placed which must be measured by the value of their art 
rather than by their divinity.   
 
“In order that the sacred space (templum) may be seen by the assemblages of the 
city and by frequent crowds, Your Experience shall preserve all celebrations of 
festivities … but in such a way that the performance of sacrifices forbidden therein 
may not be supposed to be permitted….” 

 
    — From The Theodosian Code (16.10.8), 30 November 382 C.E. 
     To the city of Edessa, southeastern Turkey.136 
 
 In her study of Christian reaction to ancient monuments, Helen Saradi-Mendelovici 

concludes that it was local bishops who occasionally instigated the destruction of the old 

temples and sanctuaries, encouraging despoiling and destruction, especially in cases where the 

local population needed further impetus to convert.137 For the most part, however, it was 

abandonment and gradual decay that were the primary causes for the “death of the temples,” a 

result of the “ambiguous attitude” which the Late Antique population cultivated towards the art 

and architecture of the past.138 On the one hand, popular Christian superstitions often invested 

these places with mischievous spirits.139 On the other hand, as the imperial decree of 382 C.E. 

implies, local citizens, slaves, and perhaps even out-of-town visitors might have had aesthetic, 

social or cultural reasons for continuing to frequent a town’s temples and sanctuaries in the late 

4th c.  These observations provide an important context for the Ostian material and raise a 

series of questions. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
Deorum Consentium.” “Religion,” I suggest, might thus be an over-emphasized motivation for this public 
act.  This case study will surely repay further consideration. 
136 Translation by Pharr (CTh 16.10.8), with my reading of “sacred space” for “templum.” 
137 Saradi-Mendelovici 1990, 49. 
138 ibid., 50 and 60-61. 
139 For example, see Maximus of Turin Sermon 107 [= “Worship in the countryside,” Maas 2000 (ed.) 
4.2.9] or the Life of St. Nicholas of Sion 15 [= “St. Nicholas chops down sacred trees,” Maas 2000 (ed.) 
4.3.6]. 
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 To begin, if ritual visits and festivals continued at Cybele’s sanctuary but sacrifices did 

not, what might these changes have meant for a resident of the Late Antique town? For 

example, how did the statuary collection and the site of the traditional sanctuary function as a 

locus of meaning in the late 4th c.? If “identities and experiences never derive from single 

segments of society,” as Ivan Karp has written, then what can we infer from the collection’s 

proximity to the neighboring Christian basilica and vice versa?140 Moreover, might the collection 

itself have produced any unintended consequences that shaped life in Late Roman Ostia? 

Earlier, for instance, I described some of the pejorative meanings associated with the word 

“collection,” in particular, its postcolonial connotations of conquest and pillage.  Janet Berlo 

and Ruth Phillips have taken that interpretation one step further and characterized all collecting 

and display as “forms of mortuary practice,” a process that dissects, lays out, and 

commemorates the corpses of older periods or cultures.141 When viewed in this light, to what 

degree might we conclude that the collection itself hastened Ostia’s transformation from 

Roman town into museum? Given the numerous examples of collecting and display that 

abound in Constantinople during the same time, a capital city whose fortunes rose as those of 

Rome and Ostia declined, I am skeptical that so neat an evaluation explains the circumstances 

behind the Magna Mater statuary collection.  The Ostian collection, after all, accrued over four 

centuries, not at once.    

 It is important to note that the continued display of statuary in traditional sanctuary 

spaces throughout the Empire, such as those at Olympia, Delphi, and Alexandria, is a topic that 

has yet received little attention.142 As a result, we would be right to treat the evidence from the 

Sanctuary of Magna Mater at Ostia as a preliminary case study, a starting point for further 

research, rather than a conclusive assessment.  As I have suggested, the end of dedications need 

not have portended the end of social life within the sanctuary.  In fact, I would propose that the 

Sanctuary of Magna Mater, increasingly devoid of sacrifices and dedications over the course of 

                                                                            
140 “Introduction,” by I. Karp in Karp, Kreamer and Lavine  (eds.) 1992, 3. 
141 Berlo, Phillips et al. (eds.) 1995, 6-7. 
142 For example, the topic is not treated in Bauer and Witschel (eds.) 2007.  I look forward to addressing 
several of these essays in the next version of this project. 
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the 4th c., gradually assumed the function of a local museum in the 5th and 6th c., thereby 

inheriting its former role as a place for religious ritual but transforming that ritual into an 

aesthetic, social or educational experience.143 The town itself remained populated during this 

time.  As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, several roads both within and beyond the 

city walls, in fact, remained well-travelled throughout this same period, some as late as the 7th c. 

C.E.144  From the prevalence of Late Antique houses, then, we might even infer that it was 

wealthy members of society who were the audience for this kind of collection, traversing the 

city’s roads, encountering the vestiges of a storied past.145 Certainly other strata of Late Roman 

society would have continued to fill Ostia’s streets, as well, and perhaps, on occasion, have 

peeked into the town’s open sanctuary spaces.   

  A hypothesis of slow change from cult center to cultural center may also provide a 

window into the social dynamics of the town during a period of a more visible Christianity and 

more pronounced urban change.  A museum situated in a familiar location, or a collection of 

familiar artworks, for example, can provide a sense of stability and tradition in the midst of other 

social and cultural changes, as Constance Perin has observed.  Specifically, “[people] will add 

new information if they can conserve what they already know along side it; or, if they can 

assimilate the new information gradually, they will allow it to replace previous 

understandings.”146 According to this model of identity formation, Christianity might have 

gained a foothold at Ostia, in part, precisely because the town simultaneously was conserving an 

important aspect of its own past — in effect, providing a place where the present temporarily 

disappeared.  Meanwhile, the museum itself, a site that encourages a “dynamic, not static, 

depiction of history and culture,” offered the Late Roman visitor an opportunity to reflect upon 

                                                                            
143 Duncan in Berlo, Phillips et al. ibid., 10-11. 
144 At present, the available archaeological evidence attests that the intramural road near the Christian 
basilica, as well as a branch of the via della Foce near the harbor, were both resurfaced at some point in 
Late Antiquity and remained in use through the 7th c.  For the latter, see “Strassensondagen 28-31,” by 
M. Heinzemlann at Bakker 2006 (www.ostia-antica.org/heinzelmann/2000.htlm).  For the former, see 
“Strassensondagen 10-12, 16” by ibid. at Bakker 2006 (www.ostia-antica.org/heinzelmann/1999.htlm).   
145 See the discussion of Late Antique houses in the INTRODUCTION. 
146 “The Communicative Circle: Museums and Communities,” by C. Perin in Karp, Kreamer and Lavine 
(eds.) 1992, 182-220 and specifically 208. 
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contemporary social or cultural developments.147 Thus, the suggestion that some of Ostia’s 

citizens added new experiences like Christian worship or devotion to a martyr cult like St. 

Lawrence “along side” their visits to traditional religious spaces is, to my mind, an appealing 

one.  It is a model that evokes life on the street not in terms of polar opposites, characterized by 

hostility or indifference, but in terms of a daily life lived in two places at once — that is, 

somewhere in between.  

                                                                            
147 “Defining Communities Through Exhibiting and Collecting,” by C. M. Kreamer in Karp, Kreamer and 
Lavine ibid., 367-81 and specifically 371. 
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Chapter 4 
 

The City in Motion, Shifting Traditions 
Towards the Sixth Century 

 
 
 
 Introduction  

 Exactly when the practice of traditional cults came to an end at Ostia, we do not know; 

nor, do I suspect, will we ever know for certain.  As I have already made clear in my general 

INTRODUCTION, attempts to pinpoint the precise time and day of death for traditional Roman 

religion are generally misguided because they fail to take account of “religion” as a cultural 

system, that is, one whose “signs and symbols” pervade the society at large and remain, in some 

ways, inseparable from the practices of daily life.  Thus, as I have shown, the measures of Late 

Roman religious visibility are not limited to a catalogue of its ritual acts.  The physical presence 

of its architecture, the effect of its sacred spaces upon the urban dynamic and its artistic 

accoutrement, like public statuary collections, are all, like ritual, aspects of a cultural system that 

may inform our understanding of Late Roman traditional religion.   In the previous two 

chapters, for example, I have explicitly questioned the adequacy of a “ticking-clock approach” to 

the demise of traditional religion in the Late Roman Empire.   First, in my study of the socially 

and culturally dynamic 4th c., I documented Ostia’s continued building activity both near and 

within traditional sanctuaries, like the so-called Temple of Hercules and the area around the 

city’s Forum and its Capitolium; and suggested that sacred areas continued to be revitalized 

even during a period of “Christianization.”  Subsequently, in my study of the Sanctuary of 

Magna Mater, I proposed that even when statuary dedications did cease, perhaps sometime in 

the 5th c., often sanctuaries remained culturally important spaces, filled with the vestiges of a 

shared past, where members of the Late Antique town may have negotiated aspects of their 

changing identities.   
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 My final chapter steps tentatively towards an image of Ostia during the 6th c. C.E. by 

once again searching for a view of Late Roman life seen from the street.  It begins by reprising 

the twin themes of the preceding chapters: the longevity of the town’s traditional cult spaces, on 

the one hand; and the gradual emergence of Christian architectural space during the same time.  

Into that picture I add a third topic of investigation: a study of ritual and religious time.  By 

considering how local festivals merged with the developing Christian commemorative calendar, 

I propose to capture some of the dynamism that drove Ostia’s Late Antique urban development, 

a process of change during which traditional cults and Christian monuments developed distinct 

centers, or “districts,” of power.  In order to achieve this goal, the first part of the chapter 

documents three examples of traditional religious and civic festivals that all animated one 

region of the Late Roman town, reconfirming the strong relationship between ritual, place, and 

calendar that existed since Rome and Ostia’s foundation.   Then, having established this 

tradition as background, I turn to the stories of Ostia’s martyrs and their eponymous feasts to 

suggest how 5th or 6th c. hagiography and Christian feast days invested the city’s extramural 

churches with a powerful cultural currency, positioning these new sites as legitimate social and 

cultural counterweights to the lure of the urban sanctuaries.   

 Finally, I present a detailed inspection of two epigraphs, a memorial for the purported 

3rd c. martyr Cyriacus; and one erected for Monica (d. 387), mother of Augustine.  Contrary to 

previous scholarship, which has often viewed each inscription as a chronologically distinct, 

isolated text, I suggest that both were fashioned simultaneously and that neither inscription can 

predate the 6th c.   Only then, at the earliest, did an organized, coordinated effort begin to 

present and package Ostia’s disparate Christian heritage as a unified urban program, in part, to 

attract a steady stream of Late Antique pilgrims and tourists.  I conclude by discussing 

significant historical developments which began to effect the Italian peninsula during the 6th c., 

such as the outbreak of the Gothic wars, the reconquest of Italy by Emperor Justinian, and the 

invasion of the Lombards from the North — in order to provide greater context to the local 

efforts of memorialization at Ostia. 
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 The Continued Visibility of Traditional Cults (1): Castor and Pollux  

 In 359 C.E., rough winds prevented the grain fleet from docking at the Roman harbor, 

Portus.1  Hoping to calm the sea and a burgeoning city riot over famine, the urban prefect of 

Rome, Tertullus, went to Ostia’s Temple of Castor and Pollux to make a sacrifice.2  The Temple 

itself was situated on on the inner harbor at the mouth of the Tiber, atop the vaulted 

boathouses of tugboats and service vessels, adjacent to the so-called Palazzo Imperiale in the 

northwest part of region three (Figure 4.1 NUMBER 1).3  For centuries it had welcomed ships to 

Rome’s shores. That Tertullus chose its location for his sacrifice is not surprising.  Since the 

Hellenistic age and the time of the Roman Republic, the Dioscuri had been protectors of sea 

faring.4 The two deities served as protectors of the imperial corn supply in the town’s Sacello del 

Silvano.5  Even during the late 2nd c. C.E., after shipping had moved to Trajan’s harbor, a 

wealthy Ostian notable, Publius Lucilius Gamala, commemorated his own restoration of the 

temple.6  Honoring the Dioscuri, after all, was part of a long tradition of paying reverence to the 

imperial family, in particular, the adopted heirs.7  Nearly two centuries later, it was at this 

temple, “by the judgment of a divine will, which had protected Rome from its cradle and 

answered that the city would be without end,” that a calm came over the sea.8  The hostile wind 

changed into a favorable southern gale, the boats pulled safely into Portus, and the warehouses 

were replenished.9  The prefect Tertullus, having successfully averted an urban crisis, had saved 

                                                                            
1 “moxque divini arbitrio numinis, quod auxit ab incunabulis Romam perpetuamque fore respondit, dum 
Tertullus apud Ostia in aede sacrificat Castorum, tranquillitas mare mollivit, mutatoque in austrum 
placidum vento, velificatione plena portum naves ingressae frumentis horrea referserunt,” Ammianus 
Marcellinus, 19.10.4. More generally on the writer, see Matthews 1989. 
2 PLRE 1 “Tertullus 2.” 
3 Heinzelmann and Martin 2002, 5-15. 
4 Xypnetos 1982-83; more generally, see Poulsen 1992.  For the cult at Ostia, see also Taylor 1912, 22-6. 
5 Bakker 1994, 65-6; and ibid., Ostia: Harbor City of Ancient Rome, http://www.ostia-antica.org, 28 
August 2007). 
6 CIL 14.376. 
7 Imperial cult associations of the cult of Castor and Pollux date back to Augustus. Examples are 
widespread in the literary, numismatic and archaeological records; Poulsen (1992) has collected the 
evidence. The associations dwindle at the end of the 1st c. C.E. but witness a revival under Antoninus 
Pius and his successors.   
8 Amm. Marc. 19.10.4. 
9 “portum Augusti,” ibid. 19.10.1 
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the residents of the Western capital from starvation and, most likely, had preserved his political 

career. 

 From the way Ammianus Marcellinus portrays these events, Ostia’s Temple of Castor 

and Pollux was more than a building.  Regardless of size or status, by the 4th c. C.E. it had 

become a “monument,” a fundamental part of the harbor landscape whose significance accrued 

less from its design than from “a layer of events” that had invested the structure with social and 

cultural value.10 Yet Tertullus’ visit, as recounted by Ammianus, also offers a glimpse of the 

continued nature of performance and ritual that were essential elements of Roman religion 

from its earliest days.11 It is clear that the urban prefect, the temple priests — perhaps even 

concerned groups of hungry Romans, slaves included — gathered at the monument to perform 

the necessary rites.  Traffic on the via della Foce, the road leading to the mouth of the Tiber, may 

have seen a slight or even a significant increase (see Figure 4.1).  Sacrifice and temple 

combined to create an urban spectacle.12 Such citywide displays, specifically associated with the 

cult of Castor and Pollux, most likely continued into the mid 5th c. C.E, when, according to the 

Calendar of Polemius Silvius, Ostia commemorated 27 January with games in honor of Castor 

and Pollux (ludi Castorum).13 Whether these games involved any public sacrifice is unclear.  

 

 The Continued Visibility of Traditional Cults (2): Isis  

 The sacrifice to Castor and Pollux in 359 C.E., reported by Ammianus, was not, 

however, an isolated instance of religious-civic activity in Late Roman Ostia.  According to the 

Codex-Calendar of 354 C.E., for example, Rome and her harbor towns continued to inaugurate 

                                                                            
10 The distinction between “building” and “monument” is the starting point for a collection of essays, 
published in 2003, Monuments and Memory, Made and Unmade.  The September 11, 2001, terrorist 
attacks on the World Trade Center lent a special poignancy to the subject. In the introduction and 
epilogue, for example, the editors discuss the notion of an “unintentional monument,” whose 
significance accrues not from its inception but “from a layer of events” (Nelson and Olin 2003, 1-8); see 
also Nelson 2003.  In Lynch’s terms, the building functions as a “landmark,” defined as a structure whose 
“key physical characteristic…is singularity, some aspect that is unique or memorable in context” (1960, 
78). 
11 For example, see Wissowa 1912, 555-59; see also Beard, North and Price 1998, 42-54.  
12 On modern parallels for the ceremonial and public aspects of ritual, creating a “civil religion,” see 
Bellah 1967, 5-9; see also Geertz 1973, 87-125. 
13 CIL 12, p. 257; see also Salzman 1990, 242-44. 
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the opening of shipping routes for spring with the navigium Isidis.14 A second festival, held in 

late autumn over multiple days, marked the closing of the sea for the winter months.15 Although 

some scholars once dismissed this evidence from the Codex-Calendar as Late Roman 

antiquarian interest in traditional religions, Michele Salzman has now suggested that both of 

these festivals and, more broadly, the Codex-Calendar of 354 itself, are expressions of 

traditional religious vitality in Late Antique Rome, not isolated instances.16  

 Two wall paintings, removed from Ostia in 1868 without any further documentation of 

their provenance, portray an image of this festival, the navigium Isidis, as it was celebrated at the 

time of the Severan dynasty (198-212 C.E.).  In each of these paintings (Figure 4.2), children 

are shown enacting religious festivals at the harbor, one of which includes the symbolic 

launching of the spring ship.  I have included this image here because it is not widely known or 

published; but it also provides a useful illustration of the annual event, one that may have been 

preserved, in some form, through at least the mid 4th c.17 

 Other evidence from Ostia substantiates this interpretation.  An inscription found near 

modern-day Fiumicino confirms that the cult of Isis near the harbors thrived at least through 

the end of the 4th c., if not well after.18 Between 375-78 C.E., the prefect of the grain, 

Sempronius Faustus, on the orders of the emperors, Valens, Gratian, and Valentinian II 

(“praeceperunt restitui”), financed the restoration of the Temple and Porticus of Isis (“aedem ac 

porticu[m] deae Isidi”) at Rome’s harbor.19 Unfortunately, it is unclear whether the inscription, 

discovered in 1959, once belonged to a religious structure at Portus, Isola Sacra, or at Ostia 

                                                                            
14 Salzman 1990. 
15 Also recorded on the Codex-Calendar of 354 C.E. (Salzman ibid., 170). 
16 ibid., 16-17. 
17 The painting is currently displayed in the Room of the Aldobrandini Wedding, Vatican Museum.  For a 
recent discussion, see ANRW 2.12.2 [= Stern, “Les calendriers romains illustrés,” 440-41]; and for further 
images, see also Andreae 1977, 446 and Figures 566-67.  Stern summarizes the identification of the 
festivals as follows: Isis (March 5) and the birthday of Septimus Severus (April 9); Diana (August 13) and 
the vinalia, which he dates to September. 
18 “ddd. nnn.  Valens, Gratianus et Valentinia[nus Auggg.] | aedem ac porticu[m] deae Isidi restitui 
praeceperunt | curante Sempronio Fausto, v[iro] c[larissimo], praefecto annonae,” AE 1961, no. 152.  
The inscription was unknown to Alföldi, who suspected that the Isis cult in Rome remained operative only 
through the beginning of the 4th c. (1937, 30-57), 
19 Sempronius Faustus is otherwise unknown; for the date of the inscription, after the death of 
Valentinian I in 375 C.E. and before the death of Valens in 378 C.E., see Chastagnol 1969, 135-36.   
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itself, as there were probably several sanctuaries between the two harbors.20 Multiple 

inscriptions do attest to the presence of Isis’ cult and priests at Ostia; but to date, scholars have 

been unable to attribute the Late Antique inscription to any existing temple or structure at 

Ostia.21 Perhaps the Serapaeum (3.17.4 and Figure 4.1 NUMBER 2), located to the south of the 

via della Foce, on the same route towards the Temple of Castor and Pollux and the inner harbor, 

housed a cult of Isis, as well.22 Notwithstanding the limits of the archaeological evidence 

available at present, the dedication of Sempronius Faustus makes clear that Isis and, most likely, 

her festivals remained a visible presence at Rome’s seashore throughout the late 4th c. C.E.  

 

 The Continued Visibility of Traditional Cults (3): Vulcan  

 Last, and most important, in this group of preliminary examples is Ostia’s cult of 

Vulcan, whose architectural, social, religious and priestly aspects I have already discussed in 

CHAPTER TWO (see also Figure 4.1 NUMBER 3).  Each year, on 23 August the town honored its 

patron god with games and celebrations.  But what can we safely claim about the visible 

character of the cult in Late Antiquity?23 To begin, the “Vulcanalici” (Volcanalia) appears both 

in the Codex-Calendar of 354 C.E;24 and the calendar of Polemius Silvius, produced in Gaul in 

448-49 C.E.  The latter records the celebration of chariot races and circus games, or “circenses,” 

on the same day as the religious feast.25 This evidence suggests Vulcan’s feast remained a day of 

public celebration into the 5th c. C.E.26 

                                                                            
20 For a Temple of Isis at Portus, see CIL 14.18-9 [= Thylander B293-94]. 
21 “sacerdos Isidis Ostiensis,” CIL 14.429, 14.437 and 14S.4672.  The inscriptions date to the 1st and 2nd 
c. C.E.; see Squarciapino 1962, 27-30. 
22 After all, the Fasti refer to the Serapeum as a “templum,” an open space, not an “aedes”; see the 
entry dated to 127 C.E. in Inscr. Ital. 13 [= Degrassi 1947]: “viiii K. Febr. templum Sarapi qvod [.] 
Caltilius P[---] | sua pecunia exstruxit dedicatum [es]t.” Perhaps the central temple at 3.17.4 and its 
surrounding portico are the structures (“aedem et porticu[m]”) which Sempronius Faustus restored in 
375-378.  Unfortunately, there is insufficient archaeological data to test this claim; see also Mols 2007, 
Mar 1992b, and Bloch 1959. 
23 “aedis Vulkani vetustate corrupta | [restituta or]nato opere, dedicata est,” Inscr. Ital. 13, ll. 45-46. 
24 CIL 12.332. 
25 CIL 12.349. 
26 See the discussion by Degrassi at “Aug. 23,” Inscr. Ital. 13.2.500-01. 
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 Nor was it a solitary event in an otherwise empty August calendar.27 Festivals of Sol 

Indiges (9 August), the feriae Iovi et Florae (13 August), the Portunalia (17 August), the Vinalia 

rustica (19 August), the Consualia (21 August), the mundi patefactio (24 August), the 

Opisconsivia (25 August) and the Volturnalia (27 August) filled the August religious calendar, 

prompting an earlier scholar to suggest that Vulcan “[was] the center of a religious cycle around 

which the feasts of the Roman calendar [in August] took shape.”28 Whether or not this 

characterization of the deity himself remains convincing today, it is clear that these August 

festivals, excluding Vulcan’s, are united around water, the sun, and the bounties of agriculture 

that each ensured.29 Together, these holidays constituted nearly a fortnight of religious 

celebrations.   

 The 4th c. calendar also preserves traces of this “religious cycle”: August 17 celebrates 

the Tiberinalia.30 August 28 marks the birthday of Sol et Luna.31 Even the personifications of 

“August” from the Codex-Calendar are particularly illustrative in this regard.  Described as 

parched (“torridus”), the figure is shown drinking water, surrounded by an amphora and fruit or 

melons while a fan of peacock feathers appears at left (Figure 4.3).32 The representation of a 

jacket, at right, thrown off from the heat, finds particular resonance in a Late Antique verse of 

unknown authorship, often attributed to the bishop Paulinus of Nola: “Now the whole crowd, 

trusting in the sun, hangs up their garments for the Volcanalia.”33 While leaving the viewer to 

stitch together the precise iconographic or thematic relationships between these cults, the 

illustrations from the Codex-Calendar, nevertheless suggest that this series of August festivals 

                                                                            
27 Salzman 1990, 130. 
28 Carcopino 1919, 115-18.  His larger thesis, suggesting a relationship between an early cult of Vulcan 
and the god of the Tiber is an interesting topic (ibid., 595-720) but unconvincing; Meiggs, for example, 
has marshaled evidence against it (19732, 340). 
29 See Donati and Stefanti 2006, 87-113. 
30 CIL 12.332.  Whether this name signifies the creation of an entirely new festival (Salzman 1990, 165) or 
whether the Romans have assimilated Tiber to the god Portunus (Carcopino 1919, 116) is a matter of 
debate.  Salzman suggests that it is a new celebration and achieved popularity only after Diocletian and 
Maximian made a dedication on Father Tiber’s behalf (CIL 6.773 [= ILS 626]). 
31 CIL 12.332; see also Salzman ibid., 150-51. 
32 “fontanos lattices et lucida pocula vitro / cerne, ut demerso torridus bibat” (August ll. 29-30); see 
Salzman ibid., 93-4. 
33 “nunc omnis credula turba / suspendunt soli per Vulcanalia vestes,” Carm. 32.138-39; see also Trout 
1999, 271-72. 
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was an important ritual cycle which played a significant social and cultural role not only in 4th c. 

Rome but in Ostia, as well.  Here, one might image, the local cult of Vulcan and the location of 

Ostia at the mouth of the Tiber combined to produce a particularly festive air in late August.     

  

 Roman Religion and Roman Time: A Summary and an Artifact  

 As Mary Beard has shown, it was these regular displays of ritual, the monthly or daily 

pageants celebrated throughout Roman history and continually updated with each new age, 

that formed the core “of what it [meant] to be Roman.” Performed in both large cities and the 

outlying countrysides, civic festivals, like the three introduced here, functioned as important 

venues for Romans eager to manage their past and its relationship to the present — discarding 

outdated elements of ritual and belief, on the one hand, and renewing long-established 

traditions, on the other.34 Not surprisingly, this cultural outlook continued to operate 

throughout Late Antiquity. A closer look at the two calendars cited above reveals that, alongside 

the presentation of ancient festivals, consular lists and names of the urban prefects, there were 

also Christian martyrs’ days, a list of bishops and the Easter cycle.  In short, both of these 

calendars, one from 4th c. Rome and the other from 5th c. Gaul, remind us that traditional 

festivals often existed side-by-side with Christian ones in the Late Roman city.   Like so much 

contemporary evidence, these calendars suggest that Late Roman identity itself remained in 

flux as individuals learned to navigate both these traditional and Christian religious practices.35  

 Ostia, too, has preserved evidence that attests to the enduring rhythms of traditional 

Roman festivals in a town brimming with social and cultural change.  This artifact, a precious 

piece of the Ostian archaeological record that is not widely published, is one half of a 5th c. 

ivory diptych (Figure 4.4).  It was discovered by Dante Vaglieri in 1910 during excavation of 

an ancient drainage channel underneath the Casone del Sale (now the Ostia museum).36 It 

                                                                            
34 Beard 1987, 7-12; see also Wallace-Hadrill 2005, 58-64. 
35 See Trout (forthcoming); see also “The Origins of Roman Christian Processions” in Latham 2007, 321-
30; and Salzman 1990, 242-44. 
36 MusOst. inv. 4362 [= Delbrueck 1929, 256-58 and Number 65A, Table 4].  Vaglieri identified the panel 
as bone (1910, 112-14).  Cutler, who re-examined the artifact, reclassified it “most certainly” as 
elephant ivory (1998, 5 and Figure 7).  Once reported to have been housed in the Antiquarium Ostiense 
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measures 23.5 cm in length by 10.5 cm; and an examination of the verso side shows the holes for 

rivets or pins, necessary for attaching it to the recto, which is missing.  In the center of the panel, 

framed between two spiral columns with Corinthian capitals, supporting a canopy, stands a 

male figure facing front, who gestures with his right hand.  Although scholars have never 

conjectured his age, a detail of the figure’s face suggests that he may still be an adolescent 

(Figure 4.5).37 He wears the laced boots of an aristocrat.  On top of his ankle-length tunic 

(tunica talaris) and decorative tunic with palm-branch design (tunica palmata), he is wearing a 

toga (toga contabulata), folded in a sinus over his left arm.38  At the lower level of the panel are 

the letters “MO | DES,” 0.5 cm high, positioned on either side of the figure’s tunic.  Both 

Vaglieri and Richard Delbrueck suggested that these letters are a shortened form of the donor’s 

name, Modestus.39 The name of the recipient appears in the architrave at the top of the panel, 

carved in letters 1.2. cm high (“CLSEVERO • PATRONO”).  According to Delbrueck, the 

name reads “to Gaius Livius Severus” (C. L. Severo), Modestus’ patron (patrono).  Delbrueck 

hypothesized a relationship between this central figure, whom he identified as a consul, and the 

5th c. emperor, Livius Severus (461-65 C.E.).  Anthony Cutler, while agreeing that the style of 

the ivory work dates to the 5th c., nevertheless has suggested an alternate reading for the 

dedicatory panel.  He has interpreted the ivory as a gift “to Claudius Severus” (Cl. Severo), 

supplying a name that does not appear anywhere in the historical record.  This identification 

permits him to argue that the figure need not be a consul at all.40  

 There are merits to each of the approaches.  I myself support Cutler’s cautious 

supposition that the patron need not be related to the 5th c. imperial family.   On the other 

hand, a detailed examination of the inscription on the panel does persuade me that Delbrueck’s 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
within the Castello di Giulio II della Rovere, outside the gates of Ostia Antica, I can confirm as of October 
2007 that it is now kept in storage in the Ostian archives, where I was permitted to view, handle and 
photograph the piece. 
37  
38 On the details of his dress, see Spier 2003, 351. 
39 Pace Delbrueck, it was only “con molta esitanza” that Vaglieri suggested reading m(agistro) 
o(ifficiorum) des(ignato) (Vaglieri 1910, 114, and Delbrueck 1929, 256). 
40 Cutler 1998, 15.  On this point Cutler was following Vaglieri, who, writing in advance of Delbrueck’s 
deduction, found no evidence that “C. Severus” had ever been a consul (Vaglieri 1910, 12). 
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reading is the preferred one, in large part due to the identification of not one but two dots in the 

abbreviated nomenclature (C • L • Severo).  Lastly, in deference to Cutler’s reservation that the 

figure may not be an acting consul, it is helpful to note that the dress of the main figure, his 

gesture, the architectural setting in which he appears, supporting a decorative canopy and titular 

plaque, are entirely consistent with representations of men of senatorial or consular rank during 

this same period.  In the present instance, it is true, for example, that the Ostian figure holds 

neither a mappa nor a consular scepter, the two symbols of a presiding consul.  These details, or 

lack thereof, suggest that Severus himself, perhaps still a child, was not a ruling consul at the 

time he received his client’s gift.41 Molded terracotta plaques and illustrations from the Codex-

Calendar of 354 confirm this iconographic representation of a man of senatorial or consular 

rank, a group that would include those appointed to the office of urban prefect, as well.42 Like 

the names of consuls, the names of urban prefects were also listed in the Codex-Calendar of 

354.  Inconographic evidence, then, strongly suggests that the boy is a member of the elite who 

currently holds or may soon hold consular status.43  

 Delbrueck originally proposed that the plaque was given as a new year’s gift to 

commemorate the ascendancy of the young, new office holder; and I find this interpretation 

quite plausible.44 The consular procession to the Capitoline Hill, which inaugurated the new 

year’s office holders, remained a feature of Rome’s cityscape through the 6th c., even as the 

accompanying sacrifice was gradually replaced with the recitation of a Christian prayer.45 Like 

the lists of consuls and urban prefects that were included in the codex calendars, the ritual new-

year’s procession bestowed upon an office holder the historic lineage of his predecessors and 

memorialized his own place in the Roman year.  The gift of an ivory diptych would have been 

particually fitting on such an occasion.  Kim Bowes has argued, for instance, that the parallel 

inner faces of these diptychs, unfortunately now blank, once contained a commemorative 

                                                                            
41 See Volbach 1976, 29-30 Number 1, Plate 1, an ivory diptych from the cathedral of Aosta; the 
honoree’s name is also in the dative case (Probus to Honorius,). 
42 Matthews 1975, 18-23; see also van den Hoek 2005, 173. 
43 Spier, 2003, 350; see also Salzman 1990, Figure 14. 
44 Delbrueck 1929, 257. 
45 Latham 2007, 283-290. 
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presentation of the larger, two-columned public displays of the Fasti, visually placing the 

current office holder in the prestigious line of past public servants.46 Whether this 

commemorative text originally appeared inscribed in wax on the inside of the tablet, or whether 

it was painted on the surface directly is unclear.  Anthony Cutler, who studied every piece in 

Delbrueck’s corpus of ivory diptychs, could not find any traces of wax.47 My own inspection of 

the reverse of the Ostian diptych, however, did reveal possible traces of red paint, although 

these appear near the edges, not in the center of the plaque.  Nevertheless, I do agree with 

Bowes’ conclusion, that, whether in codex calendar or ivory diptych, a Late Antique fascination 

with commemorative lists formed part of a broader cultural dialogue on Roman identity during 

shifting times, “consular, Christian and universal.”48 

  

 Building Urban Identities Around the Clock: Christian Martyrs at Ostia 
 

“A neighborhood where people … live according to another calendar can be, for 
many police officers who serve it, puzzling at best and culturally threatening at 
worst.” 

 
 —  “The Young and the Restless,” an Op-Ed essay by Samuel 
Heilman on the relationship between Orthodox Jews of Brooklyn 
Park and the NYPD (The New York Times, April 9, 2006).  

 
 Buildings, like those associated with the three cults introduced earlier, may have 

functioned as “nodes” around which the religious, social and cultural activity of the city 

hovered;49 but it was the social element of performance, rooted in the rituals and narratives that 

honored Roman and Christian religious days, which helped to direct the town’s residents to 

these important urban landmarks.50 Stories, therefore, with their basis in history or myth or 

                                                                            
46 Bowes 2001, 342-48.  
47 Cutler 1998, 8. 
48 Bowes 2001, 347. 
49 Borrowing architectural theory from Lynch 1960, 72-83. 
50 For theoretical introduction, see, for example, Elsner, who writes that “a discourse of ritual [is] all too 
often suppressed in accounts on ancient art” (1996, 522). 
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some combination of the two, provided the kinetic energy to fuel daily life in cities and towns 

throughout the empire.  

 Throughout the Late Antique world, the cult of the saints operated in a similar way.51 

Diverse examples abound throughout the empire, where town and countryside alike turned to 

names and relics to nurture incipient Christian traditions centered on a church or basilica.  In 

5th c. southern Italy, Paulinus of Nola bequeathed us his poems honoring the feast of Felix, 

whose shrine formed a prominent feature of the landscape at Cimitile and to whom Paulinus 

appealed for special protection.52 Here, the present caretaker of the tomb claimed for him or 

herself the social and political prestige that had accrued from the Christian martyr’s legacy.  In a 

striking example from 7th c. northern Iraq, however, it was Christian Miaphysites 

(Monophysites) who fielded their own local martyr stories glorifying the acts of a man named 

Ahoudemmeh to outmaneuver the encroaching threats of Christian Nestorians and Christian 

Chalcedonians.53 

 Ostia, too, offered local stories of people like Cyriacus, Taurinus, Sempronianus, Aurea 

and others, who were martyred during the time of Claudius Gothicus (268-70 C.E.).54 It is 

important to note that, even though these hagiographies purport to describe pre-Constantinian 

events, none of the extant manuscripts which preserve these traditions pre-dates the 8th c.55 Yet 

there is a consensus that the narratives themselves do have a root in 5th or 6th c. redactions.56 

My concern here, however, is not with the historicity of these Christian men and women.  

Cyriacus and Aurea, according to some, might just as well inhabit the same realm of myth that 

Rome’s fratricidal brother occupies.57 Consequently, in what follows, I have set my sights on the 

                                                                            
51 For example, see “Praesentia” in Brown 1981, 86-105. 
52 Trout 1999, 160-97; see also Kiely 2004, 443-46. 
53 Published in the Patrologia Orientalis (1909) 3.1; see also Saint-Laurent 2006. 
54 Février 1958, 296-304. 
55 Pilsworth 2000, 313-17. 
56 For example, see Cooper 1999. 
57AASS 4 “August,” p. 757-61 [= APPENDIX B].  All subsequent citations refer to chapter and paragraph of 
my translation.  A second hagiographic tradition is preserved in the Acta Martyrum ad Ostia Tiberina, 
first edited in 1795, text and translation available on the web (http://www.ostia-antica.org/~atexts/ 
demagis.htm).  The details I have sketched are common to both sources.  Where they diverge, I have 
offered appropriate citation. 
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possible use, not historicity, of these narratives of miracles and martyrdom.58 Specifically, I 

propose that these 5th or 6th c. stories invested Ostia’s churches with a social capital that 

balanced the prestige of the town’s traditional urban sanctuaries.  That is, by promoting a 

different ritual calendar superimposed upon a preexisting one, these stories — both their 

Christian protagonists as well as the individual cult sites that became associated with these men 

and women — functioned as active agents of citywide change, shifting the locus of Ostia’s ritual 

activities from the traditional urban sanctuaries to Christian churches outside the walls.  Among 

the protagonists of these stories, as I will show, it is a local female martyr Aurea who takes pride 

of place and rank among the Ostian saints — and not, I propose, for indiscriminate reasons.   

 As Kate Cooper has suggested, stories of chaste Christian women were often employed 

by celibate men, especially those eager to present themselves as “trustworthy” and “capable” 

leaders over and against their married counterparts, frequently in competition for similar 

positions of power.59 The figure of Aurea, therefore, provides a crucial opportunity to recover 

some of the social forces that might have driven competing power bases within Late Antique 

Ostia.  In fact, in the second half of this section, I explore whether the prominence of the virgin 

Aurea in Ostia’s martyr stories and local cult, in addition to being targeted at the married priests 

of traditional Roman religion, may also expose a subtle but previously unnoticed tension that 

once existed within the Late Antique Christian community itself — one in which the bishop 

was competing for authority with other members of the Christian aristocracy.  Could the 

extramural church attributed to this female martyr have been one such locus of power in 5th or 

6th c. Ostia? Could the urban basilica associated with the Lawrence tradition (CHAPTER 

THREE) have been another? If so, to what extent can we evaluate whether the VAureae, redacted 

in the 5th or 6th c., was used as a rhetorical tool in this larger debate? These are questions I 

explore. 

 It is clear, for example, that by the 9th c., the locus of episcopal authority had indeed 

moved outside the old Roman town to the church of S. Aurea.  The development of a 

                                                                            
58 Following similar methodology employed by Castelli, for example (2004, 26-28). 
59 Cooper 1992, 162-63; see also ibid. 1996. 
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hagiographic tradition around the figure of Aurea, dated as early as the 5th or 6th c., however, 

suggests that the growth of episcopal power outside the city did not happen in a single instant; 

but rather, that it took place gradually.  Population shifts; the impact of natural disasters, like 

the flooding of the Tiber; or internal debates within local centers of Christian authority — it is 

important to stress that any one of these factors, or a combination of them, might have vaulted 

the church of S. Aurea to its pre-eminent status in Early Medieval Ostia.  In this regard, the 6th 

c. social milieu that compelled the redaction of the VAureae has received insufficient attention. 

As I will hypothesize, the potential impact and profitability of this chaste woman’s martyrdom 

on the local imagination may have trumped the multiple foundation stories associated with 

Ostia’s urban basilica and perhaps served to undermine the public perception of its local 

leaders.60 

 To begin, an overlap of ritual time during the 4th c. and, perhaps, beyond — between 

the commemoration of local martyrs’ feasts and the celebration of prominent Ostian festivals 

on similar days — may have gradually diminished both the role and relevance of traditional 

religious sites throughout the city.  According to the Acta Sanctorum, for example, it was during 

the month of August, under the reign of Claudius Gothicus, that the Ostian bishop, Cyriacus; 

his presbyters, Maximus, Eusebius and Concord; and their deacon, Archelaus, drew attention 

from the Roman government for healing the sick, exorcising demons and giving sight to the 

blind (1.5).  It was at this same time that a young Roman woman named Aurea had sought out 

the Ostian bishop to ask for his prayers and blessings (1.5).  The sources describe Aurea as a 

woman of imperial lineage (de genere regiae potestatis) who herself had already run afoul of the 

authorities for refusing emperor worship, in addition to rejecting marriage.  She had been 

wandering the town with holy men and women (cum viris religiosis et sacris virginibus, 1.8); and 

it was not long before the entire group fell under suspicion of practicing magic (ars magica, 

2.12).  Ramsay MacMullen, Peter Brown and others have already described how positions of 

authority, when threatened by the social power of minority groups, often use charges of magic 

                                                                            
60 Synthesizing the perspectives of Castelli (2004, 40-48) and Cooper (1992, 151; and 1996, 57-60). 
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or witchcraft to regain their control over the “outsiders.”61 Indeed, the Ostian hagiographies 

may accord with these broader social and cultural analyses, preserving the traces of a dominant 

Roman system threatened by an upstart Christian community; but that theme is beyond my 

concern here.  Nor will I dwell on the scenes of the martyrs’ torture, their parting ripostes to the 

torturer-in-chief, Romulus, or the miraculous ways their severed limbs float to shore after they 

are thrown into the Tiber (2.17).  These are the details, historical or generic, that embellish the 

moment, the day and the time, when the martyrs sacrificed themselves to become fellows of 

God’s saints (meruimus socii fieri sanctorum tuorum, 2.15).  It is the day of their self-offering, on 

the other hand, “ten days before the Kalends of September,” that demands attention here (sub 

die decimo Kalendas Septembris, 2.15); for the date is August 23, the same date as the town’s 

festival of Vulcan.  The martyrdoms of Ostia’s bishop, Cyriacus, and his companions, Maximus, 

Archelaus, and Herculanus are all recorded on that day.   According to the Acta Sanctorum, 

Aurea, too, was killed at that time (eadem die, 2.16); and her body washed ashore one week later 

on 29 August (quarto Kalendas Septembris, 2.16).  A second source offers a slightly divergent 

record of events.  According to the Acta Martyrum ad Ostia, Aurea, instead of washing ashore 

on the 29th, had already been buried five days earlier on 24 August (2.3).  

 Given our incomplete understanding of these oral and textual traditions, I suggest that 

to argue over the precise dates for the martyrdom of Aurea, Cyriacus, and others, whether real 

or fabricated, is, in some ways, to miss the forest for the trees.  Both hagiographic sources situate 

the martyrs’ feasts days during the town’s preeminent festival period, that is, the series of 

August days leading up to, culminating in and concluding Ostia’s celebration of Vulcan on 23 

August.62 It is possible that the Romans, if they did indeed put to death this band of outsiders, 

used the visibility of the Ostian festivals to publicize the executions, perhaps as a social 

deterrent.  According to the VAureae, for example, the Ostian martyrs were executed “at an arch 

                                                                            
61 MacMullen 1966, 95-127; see also Brown 1972, 119-46 [= “Sorcery, Demons and the Rise of Christianity: 
From Late Antiquity into the Middle Ages” in Witchcraft Confessions and Accusations (1970, 17-45)]. 
62 Carcopino first drew attention to the correspondences between the two ritual calendars (1919, 152-
56). 
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near the theater.”63 As I introduced in CHAPTER ONE, Fausto Zevi and Patrizio Pensabene have 

identified this monument, the Arch of Caracalla, which once stood in front of the theater and in 

its full form spanned the city’s Decumanus Maximus.  It was  certainly a high-profile location.64 

Yet, despite this apparent correspondence between topography and text, caution suggests that 

any judgment about the historicity of the executions remain open to debate.    

 I myself would propose another, or rather, complementary reading of the hagiographic 

evidence, one that relies not on the validity of the events themselves but on the broader, 5th or 

6th c. cultural milieu that produced these textual accounts.65 The overlap of local feast days in 

late August — traditional and Christian, those centered around Vulcan and those centered 

around the martyrs — suggests that Christians themselves could purposefully interweave 

hagiography, ritual and festival time to shape an alternate civic-religious identity.  Only in the 

context of their 6th c. redactions, however, can we admit that these martyr stories served to 

paint both the local festivals and the Roman past, more generally, in a negative light.   

 An updated topographical study of town and countryside, similar to one first 

undertaken by Paul-Albert Février in 1958, supports the thesis that Ostia’s Christian 

community may have used their own stories and the accompanying rituals to construct a new 

social identity, distinct from that of the older town.66 The urban bishop’s church, for example, 

whose earliest phases date to the Constantinian period, is located not in the center of town but 

on the edge of the city walls, near a gate leading south from the city.67 The remains of a 5th c. 

apsidal building, perhaps an early funerary basilica, lie underneath the 15th c. extramural church 

of S. Aurea (Figure 4.6 NUMBER 1).68 Simultaneously, a church at Pianabella, also an early 5th 

c. funerary basilica, arose in a neighborhood of older tombs, well outside the city center (Figure 

                                                                            
63 “eadem hora iussit eos duci ad arcum ante theatrum, et ibi eos capitalem fecit subire sententiam,” 
VAureae 2.15. 
64 Zevi and Pensabene 1971, 493-96. 
65 Following the method of Llewellyn, for example (1976). 
66 “Mais se contenter d’une simple description et d’un catalogue des titres d’églises n’était pas possible.  
Il était nécessaaire d’insérer les resultants fournis par la topographie religieuse…” (Février 1958, 295); 
see also Calza-DeChirico 1964-65. 
67 For the phases of the building, see Bauer and Heinzelmann 2001. 
68 Testini 1985, 325; see also Episcopo 1980; Calza 1951, 124 and ibid. 1940, 86-8. 
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4.6 NUMBER 2).69 Finally, the walls of yet a third extramural church, now attributed to S. 

Ercolano, reveal similar evidence of a late 4th or early 5th c. construction (Figure 4.6 NUMBER 

3).70 These are the locations of Ostia’s known churches.    

 It is important to note, however, that, excluding the 4th c. urban basilica, the precise 

relationship between these architectural structures and the cult of specific, local saints during 

the Late Antique period remains entirely circumstantial.  For example, no scholar has yet 

demonstrated conclusively that a 5th c. church, dedicated to S. Aurea, ever existed; and the 

limited nature of archaeological investigations beneath the present church, financed by Julius II, 

cautions against drawing any firm conclusions.  Recent investigations may be leading towards a 

confirmation of the basilica in this area.71 The only tangible clue of 5th c. cult activity in the 

area, however, is an inscribed column, reused in the later building, that records the name, 

“S[ancta] Aur[ea] .“72 Moreover, given the prevalence of and popularity for apses throughout 

Late Antique architecture, the apse beneath the 15th c. church is hardly a conclusive indicator 

of a basilica.   Literary sources, however, do suggest that a basilica of S. Aurea existed 

somewhere in the territory of Ostia at least by the 7th c.  According to the life of Pope Sergius I 

(687-711 C.E.) in the Liber Pontificalis, the building itself needed repair at that time.73  Whether 

it was located in the same location as the 5th c. apse is unclear.   What does emerge from this 

                                                                            
69 Paroli 1999a; see also Coccia and Paroli 1990a and 1990b.  To date, the basilica’s attribution is entirely 
unclear.  To my knowledge, the most recent suggestion attributes the basilica to the late 4th c. Roman 
monastic woman Lea (d. 384), eulogized in a letter of Jerome (Ep. 23); see Torres 2008, 207-16.  Lea’s 
remains were brought to Ostia (Jer. Ep. 23.1); however, there is no evidence for a church at Ostia ever 
being constructed in her name.  I would tentatively offer another proposal. A man named Asterius was 
martyred at Ostia along with his companions and his household.  They were buried outside the walls of 
Ostia, and a church was later built in that area; see AASS 2 “January,” p. 218.  Perhaps the multiple 
loculi positioned around the central tomb of the Pianabella martyr represent members of Asterius’ 
household united with him even in death. 
70 The building (of opus vittatum masonry) is attributed to S. Ercolano on the basis on a late 4th or early 
5th c. inscription honoring the saint, currently located on the grounds of S. Paolo furoi le mura (Pergola 
1990, 173).  For the twenty-one inscriptions found within the Ostian church between 1824-1825, see also 
Mazzoleni 2001, 284.  Nicolai has hypothesized that the Anicius Auchenius Bassus and Turrenia Honorata 
inscription, discussed earlier (CIL 14.1875), refers to their involvement in funding this church (ibid., 244-
45).  One inscription found within this church, dated to the 6th c., honors Taurinus and Hippolytus, two 
of Aurea’s companions mentioned in her martyrdom narrative (Calza 1919, 70-80). 
71 Pannuzi 2006a and 2006b. 
72 For an image, see Brenk 2001, 270 and Figure 13. 
73 “hic basilicam sanctae Aureae in Hostis, quae similiter fuerat disiecta vel disrupta, cooperuit suoque 
studio renovavit,” LP 1.376.  
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picture is that the territory outside the walls of the old city was undergoing a gradual 

architectural transformation during the 5th and 6th c., characteristic of contemporary towns 

throughout Western Empire.74 In fact, scholars of these regions at Ostia have now 

demonstrated that suburban development and patterns of growth far outstripped any 

comparable activity within the old town walls during the same time period.  Lidia Paroli, for 

example, has revealed that the basilica at Pianabella remained a center of activity through the 

9th c.75 Thus, we may conclude that extramural Christian churches, in competiton with 

intramural Roman temples, were the new architectural nodes around which social life was 

developing.   

 Yet it is equally impotant to emphasize that no single or stunning “Christian triumph,” 

such as the one scholars once posited as having took place during the 4th c., ever heralded the 

rise of these alternative social and civic landmarks — the extramural Christian churches — 

against their the traditional centers of power, the city’s temples.  As several other studies have 

noted, some, but not all, of Ostia’s Late Roman population may already begun to abandon the 

city center during the 4th and 5th c., preferring to settle in the neighboring territory.76 As a 

result, the social and cultural importance attributed to these Christian architectural nodes most 

likely accrued gradually, not overnight.  I would suggest that the 5th or 6th c. redaction of 

Ostia’s local martyr stories, like the VAureae, provides an additional framework for 

understanding this suburban architectural development.  Only in the 5th or 6th c. did a new, 

specifically Christian topography emerge, one focused, in part, on a reverence for holy men and 

women who had been buried outside the walls of Ostia.  At the same time, a new Christian 

calendar gave it daily currency.   

 Not all holy men and women were equal, however.  In the following centuries — 

specifically, at some point prior to the 9th c. — it was the female figure of Aurea who had 

                                                                            
74 One observes this trend at nearby Portus, for example, with the rise of intramural burials between the 
4th c. and 6th c. (Borrello, Maiorano, Paroli and Serlovenzi 2002, 293-94); for the development of 
extramural land in towns throughout Spain, see also Bowes (2005, 193-95). 
75 Coccia and Paroli 1990a, 177-81. 
76 See Pannuzi (ed.) 2003; see also SdO 12.25-32; and Paroli (1993, 164). 
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earned a status outranking Ostia’s other saints.  It was the basilica in her name, not any of the 

other three, that became the center point of a new city, named after Pope Gregory IV (827-44 

C.E.) and located outside the old town walls.77 With its new defensive perimeter, raised to 

protect Ostia’s residents from Aghlabid invaders (the “Saracens”), Gregoriopolis, as the city 

was named, became the center of a medieval settlement that watched the old town fall into 

disrepair, “a site which [at the start of the 12th c. was] called the place of the lime-kilns 

(calcaria).”78 Certainly such an external, military threat, perceived or real, represents one force 

that contributed to the transformation of Ostia from a sprawling ancient town into a closely-

knit Medieval one.  But several questions linger: why did this community settle around Aurea’s 

church and not the basilica at Pianabella or the church now dedicated to S. Ercolano? Why did 

it not remain centered around the urban bishop’s church, either? Could the narrative 

presentation of Aurea’s martyrdom, the VAureae, have contained a “rhetorical strategy” that, in 

conjunction with other forces, helped shift the center of Christian power at Ostia to her basilica 

and not the others?79 I suggest the tentative answer may be yes.   

 In this regard, I propose to follow the work of scholars like Kate Cooper, who, for 

example, has pointed out that “[t]exts which bear on the agency of women as proponents of 

religious change … have [often] been read without sensitivity to their concealed rhetorical 

strategies.” As Cooper explains, the “rhetorical strategies” of these texts frequently relied upon 

images of female power to subvert, challenge or support one expression of male authority over 

and against that of an opposing group.80 In what remains of this section, I explore elements of 

Aurea’s textual “life” through this interpretative lens to draw out possible tensions within the 

                                                                            
77 “Cui etiam a noviter civitati constructae hoc nomen in sempiternum statuit ermanendum scilicet ut ab 
hominibus, sive Romanis sive aliis nationibus, a proprio quod ei erat nomine, id est Gregorio, 
Gregoriopoli vocitetur; et revera nec inmerito, hoc a conditoris sui nomine vocabulum sumpsit,” LP 
2.8121-26. 
78 “extra portam eiusdam civitatis [Gregoriopoli] non longe ad eadem Hostiensi civitate, sita in loco qui 
vocatur calcaria,” a papal bull of 1191 (Celestinus III).  Quoted by Lenzi and supplying the title of his 
article, it is the oldest reference to the limekilns at Ostia (1998, 254).  For more on the Aghlabids, see 
the POSTSCRIPT. 
79 Cooper 1992, 150. 
80 ibid., 151, 153-55; see also ibid. 1996, 55-61. 



  
135 

Late Antique Ostian Christian community in the late 4th, 5th and 6th c., suggesting that it may 

not have been as homogeneous as previously suspected. 

 The text emphasizes three aspects of Aurea’s character: her noble birth, her 

commitment to chastity, and her willingness to embrace aspects of an ascetic lifestyle.81 All of 

these, when seen together, portray her as a powerful new model of social authority, a threat to 

the traditional, hereditary elite.  Anne Yarbrough, for example, has characterized a Late Roman 

woman’s role, in part, as ensuring the proper inheritance of family wealth through the birth of 

legitimate heirs.82 As a noble young woman, the daughter of an imperial family (virgo 

sacratissima, nobili genere orta, imperatorum filia, 1.1, and 1.8), Aurea herself was, most likely, 

expected to fulfill this role; yet the text tells us she preferred chastity to marriage.83 In the eyes of 

the interrogating magistrate at Rome, who has initiated an investigation against her on charges 

of magic, Aurea has entirely forsaken her social duty.  In one scene he implores her to find a 

husband.84 After all, in the magistrate’s mind, only a man will succeed in bringing about Aurea’s 

own happiness (et accipe virum, et laetare in vita tua, 1.3).  Aurea herself, however, remains 

committed to her role as one of Christ’s “servants” (gratias tibi ago, Domine Iesu Christe, qui me 

dignatus es famulam tuam inter servos tuos dinumerare, 1.3), a position of ministry she soon 

embraces at Ostia.85  There, the text relates, Aurea befriended and supported the local bishop, 

Cyriacus; and from her wealth she provided food and clothes for those who had recently 

undergone baptism (et suscepit eos beata Aurea, et vestibus et alimoniis ornavit, 1.9).  Much later, 

                                                                            
81 These are standard characteristics of female martyr narratives.  On noble birth, for example, see 
Prisca (“erat autem genere nobilis, pater eius ter consul, dives nimis,” January II, p. 547-552); Rufina 
and Secunda (“duae sorores virgins errant cives Romanae, patrae clarissimo genitae Asterio, matrae 
clarissima Aurelia,” July III, p. 27-29); and Agatha (“non solum ingenua sed ex spectabili genere ut omnis 
parentela mea testatur,” February I, p. 599-662). 
82 Yarbrough 1976, 154. 
83 As above, full text and translation appear in APPENDIX B. 
84 An emphasis on chastity, abnegation of marriage, or widowhood is also a common feature of female 
martyr narratives; see, for example, the case of Rufina and Secunda, whose husbands, followers of 
traditional Roman religion, turn their wives over to the authorities to compel them to sacrifice.  Instead 
of returning to their husbands, the women prefer martyrdom, instead (“praedicantes triumphum 
Domini,” sections 1-2 and 7, July III, p. 27-29).  The martyr Sabina is already a widow at the time of her 
death (“uxor…Valentini illustrissimae memoriae,” section 3.13, August VI, p. 496-504). 
85 More than one wealthy Roman woman opted to become Christ’s servant; see the example of Sabina 
(“ipsius sum ancilla,” August VI, p. 496-504); and Lucilla and Flora (“illae ancillae Christi,” July VII, p. 
24-45). 
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after her execution, the eagerness with which Aurea had dispensed both this money and her 

belongings convinces the local magistrate he ought to seize her assets (2.17).  In fact, this 

traditional, Roman male concern for the alleged misuse of family wealth most likely provides a 

context for several interrogators’ pleas that Aurea pay more attention to her noble birth and to 

the responsibilities it enjoins, like preserving her family’s inheritance (insaniam artis magicae, 

quae in te floret, ut perderes regiam maiestatem suam, et natales claros obscurares, depone, 2.12).  In 

the end, however, it is Aurea and her companions who willingly embrace their new identity as 

martyrs and become true “soldiers of Christ” (transeunte beato Cyriaco, et Maximo et beata 

Aurea, militibus Christi, 2.10, and 2.14), thereby undermining the authority of the Roman 

magistrates and establishing a model of social opposition against traditionally organized 

expressions of power.  Such is one straightforward interpretation of the text. 

  At this point, however, if we return to Cooper’s thesis, it is also quite possible that this 

same narrative conceals an additional layer of information that might inform our study of the 

social and cultural context of the text itself.  Aurea’s nobility of birth, her refusal to marry, and 

the dispersal of her wealth — if these are, indeed, the “rhetorical” elements of the hagiographic 

narrative and are consistent with traits that are often described in other female martyr stories of 

a similar nature — then what might we conclude is the “strategy” that lay behind this 

presentation of Aurea’s life?86 What is being said beneath the surface? With what goal, with what 

purpose in mind has her character been presented in this way?  

 One hypothesis suggests the aim may have more to do with a negative portrayal of 

aristocratic men than it does with the female figure at the heart of the story.87 By drawing 

attention to and undermining the status of male rulers who maintained their ties to traditional 

culture, like Claudius or Ulpinus Romulus, the two magistrates who persecute Aurea (1.3 and 

                                                                            
86 For one discussion of sexual renunciation and ascetic behavior on the part of noble women, see “‘The 
Bride That Is No Bride,’” a discussion of the Apocryphal Acts of Andrew, in Cooper (1996, 46-67). 
87 This feature common to other female martyr narratives; see the negative light in which the procurator 
Hilarianus is portrayed in the Passsio Sanctarum Perpetua et Felicitis 2.2 [= PL 3]; see also Silvanus and 
Falconius, on whose advice the city prefect, Quintianus, continued to persecute Agatha (“quorum 
consilio [Quintianus] perpetrabat scelera,” section 3.12, Februrary I, p. 599-622).  The martyr Sabina 
treats her persecutor, Helpidus, with similar scorn (“‘Utinam Deum adoraretis…et non stulta aut 
insensata simulacrum daemonium adoraretis,” section 3.13, August VI, p. 496-504). 
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2.12), the text may be proposing an alternate expression of male leadership.  This vision of ideal 

male leadership may have been based not on the status acquired through traditional male roles, 

such as holding political office or a collegial priesthood; but rather, that it was contigent upon 

the practice of other qualities, such as ascetic behavior and celibacy.88 The “rhetorical strategy” 

of the text may, consequently, lay bare a division between those Christians who remained 

comfortable with their identities as traditional Romans and those who sought to construct — 

both for themselves and for Western Christianity at large — a new locus of social power distinct 

from the classical past.  Because “those who wished to distance Christians from their identity as 

Romans were not always in the majority,” as Cooper has noted, the construction of a text like 

the VAurea may have proved an effective weapon in this debate.89 Indeed, the repeated manner 

in which the text emphasizes Aurea’s position as a “soldier of Christ” may evoke an explicit 

contrast with precisely those “pagans,” Christians and traditionalists alike, who have not 

militantly taken up the Christian cause.90 Thus, the conflict or conversation that lies beneath the 

surface of the text may reflect a debate within the local Christian community and its leadership, 

with one side proposing a relationship to the civic order based on “ideas of moderation and 

tolerance”; and the other advocating break or separation from traditional culture by employing 

“a fundamentalist language of intrinsic moral superiority,” rhetorically framed in terms of a 

woman’s sexual renunciation, ascetic behavior and a rejection of traditional elite roles.91 

According to this interpretation, the VAureae argues for the latter view of Late Antique 

Christian society and culture.   

 When viewed alongside Ostia’s Late Antique topography, it is tempting to see in the 

text of the VAureae the traces of an overlooked cultural dynamic, one that precipitated the move 
                                                                            
88 Cooper ibid., 73-81 and 83-87; generally, see also “Men and Women in Early Christian Churches,” in 
Brown 1988, 140-59; and “Desert and City: The Blurring of Frontiers,” in Markus 1990, 181-97. 
89 Cooper 1992, 162; see also “Separatists and Traditionalists,” in ibid. 1996, 88-91. 
90 Several martyrs answered this  call to become “soldiers of Christ”; see the martyrdom of Basil and his 
companions under the emperor Dioceltian (“fortissimi milites Christi… [1.7]; milites Christi… [1.8],” June 
III, p. 8-13).  The image was a standard one since the time of Cyprian in the 2nd c. (“in coelestibus 
castris, miles Christi ob gloriam coronetur,” Ad martyres et confessors, Ep. 8 [= PL 4].  Augustine, among 
several Late Antique writers, reprises it, as well, in a sermon celebrating the martyrdom of Vincent 
(“…tantum miles Christi intelligat pugnam et sciat quem vincat,” Ser. 4.33.36 [= PL 38].  O’Donnell 
discusses the civilian, as opposed to military, connotations inherent in the term “paganus” (1977, 163). 
91 Cooper 1996, 88 and 93. 
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of the bishop’s church from its place within the old city to the territory outside the walls (see 

Figure 4.7).92 If the urban bishop’s church did, at some point, come to symbolize an 

accommodating model of Christianity’s relationship with Roman culture at large, then Aurea’s 

narrative “life” and the extramural church dedicated in her name may have proved a powerful 

tool with which to break that connection to the past and to forge a distinctly new Christian 

identity.  I would suggest such a transformation, if it did take place according to this model, 

most likely occurred during the 5th and 6th c., the time of the story’s recording.  Stories, 

legacies, and individual people could, after all, often lend a rich social capital to any city’s 

buildings, as we have seen — even if, more often than not, some figures did so without ever 

explicitly lending their approval. 

 

 Post-Monica Ostia 

… et cum apud Ostia Tiberina essemus, mater defuncta est (9.8.17). 
… and while we were staying at Ostia on the Tiber, my mother died. 

 
    — Augustine, Confessiones.   
 

 As I demonstrated in CHAPTER ONE, the motivation that lay behind the construction of 

the memorial near the theater in Cyriacus’ honor was far removed from the immediate 

emotions of his 3rd c. execution.  The archaeological context of the discovery suggests that the 

commemorative epitaph cannot have predated the 6th c., a chronological point that is now 

relevant again.  Nothing uncovered in this study so far offers any explanation why the memorial 

appeared at this late date; and I will now attempt to provide an historical contextualization.  

The final section treats one other example, well known but unfortunately poorly studied, to 

illustrate how many centuries can pass, sometimes, before a person achieves a monumental 

presence in a town. 

                                                                            
92 For other studies focusing on the heterodoxy of Christian urban and suburban landscapes, see Maier 
2005, 214-22; see also Wharton 1995, 130-147. 
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 The narrative Augustine constructed about his sojourn at Ostia with his mother, the 

two of them awaiting departure for North Africa, is an important philosophical moment in the 

writer’s autobiography.  Now, thanks to the work of Peter Brown, James O’Donnell and others, 

we are equally aware of the ways in which the future Bishop of Hippo employed a complex web 

of political, theological and rhetorical strategies to ensure that his opinions and ideas prevailed 

over the voices of his contemporaries.93 These studies, in particular, have been instrumental in 

bringing to the public’s attention evidence of an Ostian tombstone dedicated to Augustine’s 

mother, Monica.  The text, published in the Anthologia Latina, edited by A. Riese, reads:94  

  hic posuit cineres genetrix castissima prolis 
  Augustine tui(s) altera lux meriti(s), 
  qui servans pacis caelestia iura sacerdos 
  commissos populos moribus instituis. 
 5 gloria vos maior gestorum laude coronat 
  virtutum mater felicior subole.   
 

Here the most virtuous mother of a young man set her ashes, a second light to 
your merits, Augustine.  As a priest, serving the heavenly laws of peace, you 
taught [or, you teach] the people entrusted to you with your character.  A glory 
greater than the praise of your accomplishments crowns you both — Mother of 
the Virtues, more fortunate because of her offspring. 
 

Preserved for centuries in three medieval manuscripts, the verse epitaph was erected by a 

former consul named Bassus.95  The “Bassus clue” has sent scholars scrambling to contextual 

the inscription.  Starting with the assumption that the inscription was set up shortly after 

Monica’s death, historians quickly assembled a list of three relevant candidates from the Bassus 

family.  Thus began an effort to incorporate the inscription into Augustine’s biography, 

                                                                            
93 “Augustine was a less important person in his world than in the intellectual history we have 
constructed since,” O’Donnell 2005, 112.  For this period at Ostia, see also Brown 20002, 121-24.  Meiggs’ 
treatment is still an excellent overview of the evidence (19732, 399-400). 
94 Anthologia Latina, sive poesis latinae supplementum, 140 C. 670; for the reading of “subole” (l. 6), 
see the discussion at Wischmeyer 1975, 34 note 12. 
95 “versus inlistrissime memorie Bassi exconsule scripti sce memorie Munice matris sci Agustini,” codex 
parisinus lat. 8093; see Wischmeyer 1975, 33-4; see also van den Hoek (forthcoming). The earliest of 
these extant codices dates to the 9th c. 
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adducing the likeliest benefactor and fixing a date upon the verse memorial.  This endeavor may 

have been flawed from the start. 

 Scholars started their search with three men from the wealthy Anicii family who all lived 

at the end of the 4th and beginning of the 5th c., a period coinciding with Monica’s death and 

Augustine’s service as a priest and bishop.96 All shared the same name,  Anicius Auchenius 

Bassus.  The eldest Bassus (Bassus 1) was prefect of the city in 382 C.E.97 His son (Bassus 2) was 

consul in the west in 408 C.E.98 The third, who was son and grandson of the preceding men, 

respectively, served as western council in 431 C.E. (Bassus 3).99 With the field of possible 

patrons narrowed down, attention turned to mining the epitaph for any details it could furnish.  

 Monica died in 387 C.E.  Unfortunately, this text offers little, if any, internal evidence 

that might resolve the question of its patron.  Meiggs preferred “Bassus 1” based on the 

presence of another inscription bearing his name, found nearby.100 However, the reference to 

Augustine’s priesthood, a career he entered into around 391 C.E., seems to exclude a late 4th c. 

date.101 Moreover, as already mentioned, meticulous attention to the lengthy process by which 

Augustine rose from historical obscurity to prominent Catholic bishop makes a date in the late 

4th c. (“Bassus 1”) even less tenable.  In the meantime, van den Hoek has reprised an earlier 

thesis that links the theme of peace (pacis caelestia iura, l. 3) with the aftermath of Augustine’s 

struggle with the Donatist Christians in 411 C.E.102 She has suggested that such a connection 

would link the epitaph, most probably, with “Bassus 2.”  Wischmeyer thought the phrase an 

                                                                            
96 For a family as extensive as the Anicii, modern literature abounds; see Novak 1980 and 1976, as well as 
Orlandi 1997, Sivan 1993, Spier 2003 and van den Hoek (forthcoming) for further bibliographies. 
97 Anicius Auchenius Bassus 1 = PLRE 1 “Bassus 11”; see also Chastagnol 1962, 211-16 and 291 (Stemma 
Aniciorum); and ibid., 1960, 316-21; and RE “Anicius 30.” 
98 Anicius Auchenius Bassus 2 = PLRE 2 “Bassus 7”; see also Chastagnol 1962 and 1960, ibid.; and RE 
“Anicius 31.” 
99 Anicius Auchenius Bassus 3 = PLRE 2 “Bassus 8”; see also Chastagnol 1962 and 1960, ibid.; and RE 
“Anicius 33.” 
100 Meiggs 19732, 400; see also Casamassa 1952-54, 271. 
101 The use of “sacerdos” to describe the role of priest, for which Christian sources also use the word 
presbyter, is not uncommon (“dandi quidem habet jus summus sacerdos, qui est episcopus?” Tertullian 
De baptismo adversus Quintillam 17 [= PL 1 col. 1218A]; see also the Vulgate translation of the 
Septuagint, which describes Melchizedek as sacerdos (“at vero Melchisedech rex Salem proferens panem 
et vinum erat enim sacerdos Dei altissimi,” Gen 14:18). 
102 van den Hoek 2006; see also ICUR 2.1.252 note 2.  On the Donatist and Caecilianist dispute, see “The 
Augustinian Putsch in Africa,” O’Donnell 2005, 209-43. 
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early Christian epigraphic convention and speculated that “Bassus 3” had been responsible for 

the memorial, an act of restoration he undertook in direct response to the invasion of Rome in 

410.103 

 Throughout all of this debate, however, scholars have treated the discovery of a 

fragment bearing lines from the same epitaph, found near the church of S. Aurea at Ostia in 

1945, with a mixture of eager endorsement and professional nonchalance.  Currently affixed to 

the wall of a side chapel in the church of S. Aurea (Figure 4.8), the inscription reads as follows. 

  hic posuit cine … 
  Augustine tui … 
  qui servans pa … 
  commissos po ... 
 5 gloria vos m … 
  virtutum ma … 
 
For those trying to resolve the issue of attribution, the slab, not even complete, merely 

confirmed what the scholarly community had long known from the medieval manuscript 

tradition: namely, that someone had honored Monica, mother of Augustine, with an epitaph at 

Ostia.  The function of the physical monument, as a result, was interpreted as being more 

illustrative than illuminating in its own right.  A methodological preference for manuscript over 

material object may, in fact, explain why it rarely appears in print.104 A visual analysis of the 

inscription is thus long overdue; and I present the following analysis based on personal 

inspection, supplementing my discussion with an original drawing as well as an archival 

photograph of a lime cast made at the time of the inscription’s discovery (Figure 4.9).   

 At this point, the comparison of Monica’s epitaph alongside the plaque of Cyriacus, 

introduced earlier (earlier, Figures 1.21; at present, Figure 4.10), shows stunning similarities 

between the two hands that executed these monuments.  The resemblances begin in the first 

lines of each (HIC).  Both inscribed letter sets display small serifs (see Figure 4.11 NUMBER 1).  

                                                                            
103 Wischmeyer 1975, 38-9. 
104 Excluding its initial publication by Casamassa (1952-54, 271-73 with Figures 1 and 2), the two 
examples I know are J.-P. Descoeudres (ed.), Ostia, port et porte de la Rome antique (2001, 437 and 
Figure 15.3); and van den Hoek (2006, 246 and fig. 27). 
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The crossbar of the ‘H’ is nearly the same as that letter’s cap height (the height of a capital 

letter, see NUMBER 2).  The spur of the ‘C’ in each case ascends characteristically above the cap 

height (NUMBER 3).  In lines 2 and lines 3 of the Cyriacus and Monica inscriptions, 

respectively, the tail of the ‘Q’ descends to the right in comparable fashion (NUMBER 4) while at 

the same time its neighboring ‘V’ is based on the shape of a square whose proportions are as 

wide as the preceding ‘Q’ (NUMBER 5).  In addition, none of the stems of the letter ‘M’ are 

perpendicular to the baseline (NUMBER 6); and the narrow counter shapes, or interior spaces, 

of the ‘R’ (NUMBER 7), combined with a lengthy tail that extends beyond far beyond the bowl, 

gives the letter a disproportionately wider shape at the bottom than at its top.  All of these 

shared stylistic features support the conclusion that the two inscriptions were cut at 

approximately the same time, if not by the same stonemason.  As a result, the key to the dating 

of the Monica inscription resides not in the biography of Augustine but rather with the 

archaeological evidence from the Cyriacus memorial near the theater.   

 I have synthesized all this data and presented it in a chart (Figure 4.12).  According to 

Christian tradition, Cyriacus died in the 3rd c.  Narratives of his martyrdom appeared in the 

4th, or perhaps 5th c.; but the architectural evidence for a monument dedicated to him near the 

theater can only postdate the 6th c., at the earliest.  Monica, on the other hand, died at the end 

of the 4th c.; yet her epitaph bears striking similarities to that erected for Cyriacus, who died a 

century and a half earlier.  If we assume that Monica’s memorial was, indeed, set up by a 5th c. 

Bassus, a detail only inferred, never authenticated, then we must explain why Ostia’s Christian 

community commemorated its 3rd c. bishop at the same time.  I believe there is an alternate 

hypothesis.  Based on the fact that Cyriacus’ memorial commemorated not just his death but 

the topographical place of his martyrdom; combined with the fact that the archaeological 

evidence of this urban memorial cannot predate the 6th c., it now becomes apparent that the 

display of an epitaph for Monica need not imply a 5th c. Bassus.  Perhaps “Bassus” was merely 

the best guess of a Medieval pilgrim who saw that name on an adjacent inscription.105 In the 

                                                                            
105 “Anicius Auciienius (sic) Bassus…,” CIL 14.1875 [= ILS 1292 = ILCV 91], discussed in the INTRODUCTION. 
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end, whoever may have funded the display, it is no longer necessary to scavenge details of 

Augustine’s life to find the circumstances that might have compelled Monica’s memorial at 

Ostia.106 Rather, it is the fame which accrued to Augustine only after his death in 430 that 

should provide an alternative starting point for our study of the inscription. 

 A 6th c. date, or later, for example, has the benefit of clarifying several areas of debate 

within the text of the epitaph itself.  Since Augustine himself was long dead by this point, the 

themes within the text might have been drawn from posthumous narratives of Augustine’s life, 

such as Possidius’ Vita Augustini, written in the 430s; and not from contemporary events in the 

life of the bishop.  In this regard, the phrase which describes Augustine’s life as one of service to 

“the heavenly laws of peace” (servans pacis caelestia iura, l. 3) emphasizes a theme which 

Possidius himself stressed throughout his biography.107 Citing Augustine’s commitment to the 

“peace and unity of the Church” (pax et unitas ecclesiae, V. Aug. 11-13), Possidius’ text 

repeatedly portrays a figure rigorously opposed throughout his episcopate to the competing 

Christianities practiced by Pelagians, Donatists, and Circumcellions.108  

 Other images within the Ostian epitaph, such as the reference to the Mother of the 

Virtues (virtutum mater, l. 6) might have been inspired by even later and more local sources, 

such as the Roman sermons of Pelagius II, and, in particular, Gregory I.   Until now, for 

example, scholars have unanimously interpreted the word “mother” as a reference to Monica 

and presumed that the “virtues” are those of her offspring (subole), Augustine.109 But does the 

epitaph really suggest that the mother, Monica, is “more fortunate” (felicior, l. 6) because of the 

deeds of her male offspring? If so, Annewies van den Hoek is certainly right to characterize the 

tone of the memorial as “rather… chauvinistic.”110 Yet the previous line states that glory crowns 

both Augustine and Monica.  The use of the plural pronoun here suggests that mother and son 

                                                                            
106 There is no way to establish whether the present inscription may have replaced an earlier memorial. 
107 See Hermanowicz 2008, 23-42. 
108 “magno desiderio poscere atque accipere episcopos et clericos pax ecclesia atque unitas et coepit 
primo,” V. Aug. 11; see also “…ne pacis amplius ecclesiae provectus impediretur,” ibid. 12; “de his 
omnibus pro pace ecclesiae gestis,” ibid. 13.  For an edition of the text, see Wieskotten 1919. 
109 See van den Hoek 2006, 219; see also Mazzoleni (2001, 285), where the French translation reads “la 
très vertueuse mere plus heureuse pour le fils.”  
110 van den Hoek ibid., 220. 
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are on equal footing (glora vos…coronat, l. 5). Could the last line of the epitaph have a different 

interpretation? I believe that it does and that it is much more generous to Monica’s memory 

than scholars have heretofore allowed.  The phrase “Mother of the Virtues” (virtutum mater) 

may be a veiled personification of Love (charitas), a virtue who has been made more fortunate, 

or “abundant,” because of Love’s own offspring, both “the chaste parent” (genetrix castissima), 

Moncia, and her son.  The phrase itself as a description or circumlocution for Love appears for 

the first time in a letter of Pelagius II, bishop of Rome (579-90 C.E.).111 It is Pelagius’ successor, 

however, Gregory I (590-604 C.E.), who popularized this characterization of Love in his letters 

and scriptural commentaries.112 The development of this theme at the end of the 6th c. and 

beginning of the 7th c. provides additional support for assigning Monica’s and Cyriacus’ 

epitaphs to this time.   

 In fact, I propose that both the Monica inscription and the memorial near the theater 

were part of a broader campaign, disassociated from the historical death of each person, to erect 

more visible signs of Ostia’s Christian past, starting in the 6th c.  Aimed at pilgrims and other 

visitors to Rome’s old harbor, the Ostian inscriptions were, perhaps, responding to an increased 

need to advertise and to sell the historical relevance of a diminishing town.  Physical reminders 

such as commemorative plaques, here, or the relics of Jerusalem elsewhere, could speak to “the 

pilgrim’s passion to possess the city through the immediate experience of its landscape.”113 Of 

course, historicity could sometimes recede in the face of the emergent powers of place, time and 

local traditions;114 but this concern was less important than the persuasive role these 

monuments assumed in the urban setting.  As Elizabeth Castelli has shown, these types of 

                                                                            
111 “virtutum mater charitas…,” Pelagius  Ep. 50 [= PL 72].  Note that, as early as the middle of the 5th 
c., Leo had used a similar formulation to describe Continence (“unde quia tales fructus mater virtutum 
continentia parit…,” Leo Ser. 50.3 [= PL 54]). 
112 “quia virtutum mater est charitas,” Greg. Ep 4.31; “quia si erga nos in corde vestro virtutum mater 
charitas permanet…, bonorum operum ramos numquam amittitis,” Ep. 7.31; “‘charitas non quareit sua 
sua sunt.’  Sollicitae ergo discretionis inspectione in secretis cordium ipsam matrem virtutum charitatem 
exquirunt,” Comm. in Psalm. 31.13;  “ipsa namque quae mater est omnium custosque virtutum, per 
impatientiae vitium virtus amittitur charitatis…,” Greg. Regulae pastoralis Liber 9; “charitatem quae 
nimirum virtutum omnium mater est,” ibid. 23; for a slightly different formulation, see also “mater et 
custos bonorum omnium charitas,” Greg. Ep. 6.60. 
113 Wharton 2006, 1, and Chapter 5, specifically, on tourism. 
114 “Layers of Verbal and Visual Memory,” Castelli 2004, 134-71. 
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commemoration could foster a sense of social or collective memory within a community, as 

well.115 Pope Damasus achieved this effect by erecting verse epigraphs at saints’ sites throughout 

Rome during the 4th c., helping to create Christian identity in the capital.116 Two centuries 

later, the signs at Ostia, mapped onto specific sites within the urban landscape, likewise 

established a narrative that bound the past to the present.  We should not overlook the 

similarity of script as a possible clue reflecting another, deliberately organized but perhaps less 

well financed citywide campaign to draw attention to Ostia’s popular Christian personalities.117 

  

 Conclusion: Life in 6th c. Italy and “Christian Triumph” 

 If the patron of these plaques was a member of the gens Anicii, as the manuscript of 

Monica’s verse epitaph implies, one wonders whether it may have been a 6th c. descendant, 

Gregory the Great, who used the memory of Ostia’s famous saints to enhance his own image 

and stature as Bishop of Rome.118 I myself remain uncertain about Gregory’s direct involvement 

at Ostia although I do admit that characteristics of his episcopacy (509-604 C.E.), such as his 

profound concern for martyrs and their relics in and around Rome, would certainly help 

construct a circumstantial case.119  

 What is more important now, before closing, is to evoke something of the 6th c. 

environment in which men and women came to Cyriacus’ or Monica’s memorial; for 6th c. 

Ostia was a shadow of its former self.  Who were these pilgrims, and what were they seeking in 

the memorials for Cyriacus and Monica? 

 The 6th c. witnessed a series of wars on Italian soil, fought between the armies of the 

resilient Eastern Roman Empire and the Gothic rulers of Italy.120 From 534 to 552, when 

                                                                            
115 “Collective Memory and the Meanings of the Past,” Castelli ibid., 10-32. 
116 Damasus’ epigrams are easily distinguished by their regularized, squat serif letters; see also Trout 
2005a and 2005b. 
117 Petrucci has studied the visual importance of lettering, or branding, in papal building dedications 
starting in the late middle ages and early Renaissance (1980). 
118 Markus 1997, 3-14; and McCulloh 1976.  See also RE “Anicius 22” and PLRE 3.1545. 
119 For example, see Trout 2005c, 139-40; see also “The Times of Gregory the Great,” in Krautheimer 
2000, 59-87; Pietri 1991; McCready 1989; and “The Saint and the Social Meaning of Stability,” in Straw 
1988, 66-89. 
120 For a brief introduction, see Herrin 2007, 61-69. 
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Emperor Justinian’s general, Belisarius, re-conquered this portion of the Western Roman 

Empire, Rome, Ostia, Campagna, and Sicily all suffered from a series of prolonged battles.121 

The state of the old roads connecting the capital to its twin harbor towns, for example, is 

unclear during this time.  Procopius mentions that part of the via Ostiensis has fallen out of use 

although there is little material evidence to verify or contradict his claims.122 Certainly, the lack 

of any new monumental building in Ostia’s Forum and the commencement of intramural 

burials in the 6th c. suggest a far different picture of “city life” than anything the town had 

witnessed in its storied past.123 Combined with broader downward trends that had already 

begun in the 5th c., such as a decline in local pottery production, in living standards, population 

figures, and Mediterranean exchange, the 6th c. Latin West was beset with external and internal 

crises.124 Within decades, a new threat had arrived.  Led by their king, Alboin, the Lombards 

descended from the Alps into the cities and territory of north-central Italy, causing decades 

more of conflict and hostility with the local populations.125 Perhaps not without good reason, 

then, has Peter Brown, discussing the life of another Gregory, Gregory of Tours (c. 538-94), 

described the 6th c. Latin West as “a world of tombs.”126  

 Yet, as Brown suggests in his analysis of Gregory of Tour’s writings, the fruits of the 

present world, whatever its hardships, could still be found by coming into contact with the 

personal “merits” (merita) of the saints and their burial places.127 It was precisely this quality of 

Augustine, his personal “merits,” which the Ostian epitaph makes a point to emphasize, even if 

it was understood that Augustine’s body was more than 400 miles away.  Thus, when seen from 

the perspective of the 6th c., we can say that the inscriptions commemorating Cyriacus’ 

martyrdom and Monica’s death capitalized on a local legacy by identifying, for their visitors, 

                                                                            
121 Proc. BG 5.26.8-19. 
122 Proc. BG 5.26.8-19; on the condition of the roads, see Manodori and Mancioli et al. 2000. 
123 Paroli 1993, 160-63. 
124 See Ward-Perkins 2005, 87-121. 
125 See Gasparii 2006. 
126 Brown 1977, 3. 
127 To cite one example of many: “denique et aeternus Dominus, qui iugiter glorificat sanctos suos, 
coepit coeleste famuli meritum terrigenis declarare,” Gregory of Tours Vitae Patrum 14.2 [= PL 71]; see 
also the 6th c. epitaph of Saint Viventiolus of Lyon (“vir potens meritis nosterque sacerdos,” CIL 
13.2396).  Brown discusses this themes in more depth (1977, 15-17). 
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particular places of spiritual nourishment and pious recollection.  Attracting visitors and 

pilgrims to the old harbor town by advertising places of local, Christian importance, these 

inscriptions filled pilgrims’ eager needs to see the visible signs of a new Christian time, reflected 

in the Christian personages of the past.  In 6th c. Ostia, then, “a world of tombs” was the ideal 

setting in which to stake the signs of Christian triumph. 
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Postscript 
 

Looking Down the Road 
Towards the Middle Ages 

 
 
 

 Theme and Method: A Summary 

 This project has investigated one specific subset of the several “signs and symbols” 

representative of traditional Roman religion at Ostia — its temples and sanctuaries.  It has used 

this limited body of evidence to foreground a discussion of social, cultural and urban 

transformation during the 3rd through 6th c. C.E., a period that witnessed the decline of 

traditional religious practices at Rome’s old harbor town and the rise of a more visible and 

prominent Christianity.   As noted before, earlier treatments of this topic and, in particular, 

earlier methodologies have often judged each piece of Late Antique Ostia’s material evidence in 

strict chronological fashion, cataloguing, as it were, specific though limited incidences of new 

building activity; or even the occasional evidence of structural repair in older structures.  As a 

result of this traditional approach, our contemporary understanding of the urban image of Late 

Antique Ostia has frequently lacked any element of dynamism or detail beyond a general sense 

that the city gradually disappeared.  This study has attempted to approach the evidence with a 

different set of methodological tools, not to argue against reality — the city did, in fact, fall into 

ruin — but to investigate more carefully how, when, where and perhaps even why that 

transformation took place.  Thus, in each of the preceding chapters, although nominally 

presented in chronological order, I have aimed first to establish a ground line or a control, that 

is, a specific architectural or topographic feature of the city in the 3rd, 4th, 5th or 6th c., in order 

to gain a greater perspective on those aspects of Ostia’s social and cultural development that 

sometimes took place decades or centuries later. 
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 In CHAPTER ONE, for instance, my study of the so-called Round Temple near the 

Forum, erected sometime during the 3rd c., revealed the ways in which ambitious architectural 

projects of the Late Roman Empire achieved their stature, in part, by visually engaging with the 

presence and prestige of earlier monuments, like Ostia’s Capitolium and the Temple of Roma 

and Augustus.  In particular, I suggested that the heights to which the so-called Round Temple’s 

spiral staircase, with its possible viewing platform, towered over Ostia’s Forum in the 3rd c. not 

only presupposed the continued majesty and relevance of the traditional temples during a 

period for which we have little evidence; it also lends greater credence to the concept of 

architectural, urban stability during a century often described, or caricatured, as beset with 

crisis.  My inspection of epigraphs from the Forum itself then revealed sustained interest in the 

public image of the town center through at least the 5th c.  As a result, by demonstrating that a 

public concern for urban upkeep, even in the areas around traditional religious buildings, 

operated throughout the 3rd and 4th c., this study has been able to offer further evidence that 

refutes the notion of a late 4th c. “pagan revival.” Indeed, my analysis of the so-called Temple of 

Hercules in CHAPTER TWO confirmed similar results, where, drawing upon elements of social, 

cultural, art historical, epigraphic and architectural history, I not only questioned the previous 

reading of a Late Antique inscription at the center of this debate but offered a new hypothesis 

for the location of Ostia’s long-missing Temple of Vulcan.   

 Only after having introduced these aspects of the ancient town did I then turn to the 

visible nature of Christianity in the 4th c, in particular, by proposing in CHAPTER THREE that 

the recently discovered urban basilica in the southeast region of the city might, in fact, have 

been dedicated to the cult of St. Lawrence.  Furthermore, I suggest that my initial decision to 

avoid classifying elements of the town as either “pagan” or “Christian” may have paid dividends 

in this same chapter when I examined the urban church in relationship to the neighboring 

sanctuary of Magna Mater.  Using a historicist approach to interrogate the 4th and 5th c. 

“resonance” of statuary dedications once displayed within the sanctuary, one of Ostia’s most 

dramatic archaeological discoveries, I attempted to move beyond a definition of traditional 

religion exclusively bound with sacrifice.  Suggesting that the statuary pieces and the sanctuary 
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itself remained an important part of the civic landscape even after sacrifices ceased, I evoked, 

perhaps imaginatively, an urban environment in which Ostia’s Late Antique population 

frequented both Christian churches and the town’s old sanctuary spaces.   My decision to 

emphasize competing religious times in CHAPTER FOUR supplemented this hypothesis.  By 

taking a telescopic view of city festivals and their continued performance from the 4th through 

6th c., a period that witnessed the rise of local martyr stories and an increasing Christian 

architecture outside the city walls, I demonstrated how local Christian cult could transform 

civic traditions in the Late Roman town.  This last chapter had the added benefit of drawing out 

tensions that may have existed within the Christian community, between those who wished to 

maintain a traditional, accommodating relationship with the culture at large and those who 

fought for the emergence of a distinct Christian social order. 

 Finally, the fact that none of Ostia’s temples was ever converted into a church says as 

much about the local social and religious milieu of the time as if any of its religious building had 

been converted.  The rechristening of the Temple of Aphrodite, Aphrodisias, for example, and 

the renaming of the town itself, Stauropolis, City of the Cross, display a particular concern for 

transformation “by rapid and aggressive means.”1 Annabel Wharton has even suggested the 

Emperor Constantine attempted a similar effect in his 4th c. building program for Jerusalem.  

Deliberately leaving the Haram al-Sharif bereft of the Jewish Temple, Constantine erected the 

Church of the Holy Sepulcher in its shadow to announce the triumph of Christianity from and 

over its Jewish roots, bestowing upon the Temple Mount the power of an “absent presence” 

and turning the space itself into spolia.2  Here, the emperor attempted to “erase” Judaism from 

the landscape with one church and a new urban plan.3 Centuries later, the Umayyad rulers of 

Islam’s first caliphate adopted a similar visual strategy contingent upon the power of image, 

architecture and place, erecting the Al Aqsa Mosque on the southern platform of the Noble 

Sanctuary (Temple Mount), along with a central memorial known as the Dome of the Rock 

                                                                            
1 On the subject of temple conversions, see, for example, Trombley 1993, 182-86; and Roueché  and 
Reynolds 1989. 
2 Wharton 1995, 85-100. 
3 ibid., 2000, 198-200. 
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(Figure 5.1).  Ostia’s urban transformation, in comparison, was far less dramatic and far more 

protracted.  Only at the very end of Late Antiquity can we safely conclude that Gregoriopolis 

and the gradual process of urban change at last achieved what Constantine and others had 

effected elsewhere across the Late Roman Empire in much shorter time.  Conservative religious 

views, the power of family traditions, economic security amongst the wealthy residents, 

geographic position in the West — we can only speculate on the reasons why a Late Antique 

town like Ostia developed as it did.  Nevertheless, by the 9th c. the new walls of Gregory’s city 

and the martyrs’ churches in the surrounding territory had effectively replaced Ostia’s 

traditional religious sites.  The entire town, its trees, weeds and foliage, was creeping towards a 

state of “absent presence,” soon to become a relic from another age. 

 

 Next Steps: Christians, Jews, Muslims at Ostia 
 
“I declare it’s marked out just like a large chessboard!” Alice said at last. “… It’s a 
great huge game of chess that’s being played — all over the world — if this is the 
world at all, you know.” 
 
 — From Through the Looking-Glass by Lewis Carroll (London: 
 Penguin 2001, page 172) 

 
 In the preceding chapters, if I have tended to overemphasize a dialectical aspect within 

the Ostian landscape, it is not because I, like Alice, view the city as a life-size chessboard, a field 

on which precisely two forces waged battle.  Rather, I have adopted the dialectic approach 

because it presents one way of studying in depth some of the developments shaping the Late 

Antique town.  As I expressed in INTRODUCTION, the Late Antique religious dynamic 

encompassed more than its traditional and Christian communities; it also included a sizeable 

Jewish community at the shore, not only a visible presence in the 4th c. cityscape but also, we 

must recognize now, the site of yet another religious community that lived according to its own 
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calendar.4 Nor did the interaction of multifaceted, overlapping, social, cultural and religious 

identities at Rome’s old harbor town disappear in the 6th c., although I have chosen to conclude 

my own story there.  The twilight of Late Antiquity, or the dawn of the Middle Ages, witnessed 

the arrival of one more religious community here on the Roman shore.  In 849 C.E., an army of 

the Aghlabids, a Muslim population based throughout North Africa, Sicily and Southern Italy, 

nominally an extension of the Abbasid Dynasty in Baghdad, fought Pope Leo IV at the Battle of 

Ostia.  Much later, Raphael and his assistants depicted the event in the Vatican Apartments 

begun for Julius II (Figure 5.2).  Not surprisingly, this Renaissance fresco, commissioned by 

Julius’ successor, Leo X, represents the Christian ruler, Leo’s namesake, at his moment of 

victory, having successfully defended the Italian shore.  The castle of Julius II, recently erected 

and designed to replace the 9th c. fortifications of Gregory IV, is prominent in the background.  

Unfortunately for the historian, the events leading up to and including this battle are still 

unclear, including the casus belli.  There is circumstantial evidence, however, to suggest that 

Islam, whether decades or centuries before, had indeed succeeded in bringing an adopted 

element of its own culture to the Italian peninsula.  Most likely, it was they who were 

responsible for importing chess, carrying it from its Persian origins to Spain, Italy and other 

regions of the Western Mediterranean , where its popularity soared.5 Indeed, by the middle of 

the 11th c., it had become so popular in his own diocese that the Ostian Bishop, Petrus 

Damiani, felt compelled to register his disapproval to the members of the Roman Curia.6 A 

centralized Roman church, a town under the sway of one bishop’s voice, an authoritarian and 

normative view of how culture should be — here, then, is a far different kind of city than the 

one we first entered, four chapters ago, and thus a fitting end to this period. 

  

                                                                            
4 White 1997, 29-38; see also ibid., 1999, 459; and 1990, 69-71.  Two scholars have now challenged 
White’s plan for architectural phases within the synagogue; see also Brant 2004 and Runesson 1999.  
Squarciapino offers an overview of the site (2001, 277).   
5 Yalom 2004, 4-7. 
6 According to Yalom’s imaginative retelling, “Damiani blushed with shame at the sight of priests 
engaged in ‘hunting, hawking and specially the madness of dice or chess,’” Yalom ibid., 29.  I was unable 
to read a copy of the papal text from which this the author quotes. 
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Fig. 0.1 The seashore and synagogue, Ostia. 
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Fig. 0.2 Piazza d’Italia by Giorgio de Chirico (1915), from the Fine Arts 

Museums of San Francisco. 
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Fig. 0.3 Ostia, Portus and Rome on the Tabula Peutingeriana. 
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Fig. 0.4 Pompeii on the Tabula Peutingeriana. 
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Fig. 0.5 Ostian rings with Christogram (chi-rho), Archivio Fotografico, Ostia, Neg. 

E 27276. 
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Fig. 0.6 Locations of the chi-rho discovered within the city: The Baths of Mithras 

(1.17.2) and the multipurpose Christian building on the Decumanus (3.1.4), after 
Scavi di Ostia 1 [= SdO 1]. 
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Fig. 0.7 Plan of the multipurpose building at 3.1.4, from Gobbi 1998, with 

author’s photograph, present state. 
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Fig. 0.8 The nine temples and/or cults which are the focus of the present study. 
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Fig. 1.1 Plan of the city center: (1) Capitolium, (2) Temple of Roma and Augustus and 

(3) “Round Temple,” from SdO 1. 



 

 
 
 

 
162 

 
Fig. 1.2 Capitolium, 1914, Archivio Fotografico, Ostia, Neg. A 2427. 
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Fig. 1.3 Excavated area of the city center, from Holl 1804. 
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Fig. 1.4 Guattani’s drawing of marble in situ at Capitolium, from Paschetto 1912. 
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Fig 1.5 The Capitolium cornice, from Pensabene 1996. 
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Fig. 1.6 Reconstruction of the Capitolium, from Albo 2002. 
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Fig. 1.7 Pietro Holl drawing, 1804, with legend. 
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Fig. 1.8 Plan by I. Gismondi of the Temple of Roma and Augustus, SdO 1. 
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Fig. 1.9 The Temple of Roma and Augustus, from west, 1923-26, Archivio 

Fotografico, Ostia, Neg. B 2283. 
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Fig. 1.10 Reconstruction of the Temple of Roma and Augustus by Gorski, from 

Calandra 2000. 
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Fig. 1.11 The location of the Forum inscriptions. 
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Fig. 1.12 Ostia’s Late Antique Forum and monuments, present state, author’s 

photograph. 
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Fig. 1.13 Plan of the “Round Temple” and eastern wall of adjacent house (below), 

after Rieger 2004.
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Fig. 1.14 Gordian III, Museo Nazionale Romano, Archivio Fotografico, Ostia, Neg. 
A 708. 
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Fig. 1.15 Room, or tower, with spiral staircase, “Round Temple,” view from east, 

author’s photograph, present state. 
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Fig. 1.16 Hypothetical reconstruction of the Pantheon and portico, Campus 

Martius, Rome, from Coarelli4 2004. 
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Fig. 1.17 Room, or tower, with spiral staircase, “Round Temple,” view from north 

through damaged wall, author’s photograph, present state. 
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Fig. 1.18 View of Ostia’s Forum and Capitolium, from the highest point of the 

present remains of spiral staircase, “Round Temple,” author’s photograph. 
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Fig. 1.19 Arch of Caracalla near the theater, c. 1921, photograph reprinted by 

Zevi and Pensabene 1971. 
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Fig. 1.20 (Left) Site of the 6th c. C.E. Christian “chapel,” near the theater, 

author’s photograph, present state. (Right) Plan of the remains, cross-hatched, 
from SdO 1. 
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Fig. 1.21 Cyriacus’ epitaph, Archivio Fotografico, Ostia, Neg. B 3494. 
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Fig. 2.1 The “Temple of Hercules” (1.15.5), author’s photograph, present state.   
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Fig. 2.2 The location of the “Temple of Hercules” (1.15.5), after SdO 1. 



 

 
 
 

 
184 

 
Fig. 2.3 The Hostilius Antipater altar, located on the floor of the temple porch, 

author’s photograph, present state. 
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Fig. 2.4 Lamp depicting Hercules, author’s photograph. 
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Fig. 2.5 Image of the restored travertine relief, found in the buildings east of the 

temple, author’s photograph. 
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Fig. 2.6 Plan of the sanctuary at 1.15.5. 
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Fig. 2.7 Detail of the center scene, travertine relief, author’s photograph.  
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Fig. 2.8 Detail of the text on plaque at center of the travertine relief (below), 

compared with dedication (above), author’s photographs.   
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Fig. 2.9 Porch of the temple during excavation, 1938-39, Archivio Fotografico, 

Ostia, Neg. B 2627 
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Fig. 2.10 Modern concrete pavement underneath the Hostilius Antipater altar, 

author’s photograph, present state. 
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Fig. 2.11 Image of Vulcan (Hephaistos), from LIMC 4.2.387 no. 15. 
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Fig. 2.12 Image of Vulcan (Hephaistos), from LIMC 4.2.388 no. 46. 
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Fig. 2.13 Detail of a relief from the basilica of Ostia’s forum, representing the fall 

of Hephaistos from Olympus, author’s photograph. 
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Fig. 2.14 Detail of the bearded figure caught in the net, right of frieze, author’s 

photograph, present state. 
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Fig. 2.15 Detail of a Greek inscription discovered within the sanctuary (at 

bottom), author’s photograph, present state. 
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Fig. 2.16 Author’s sketch drawing of the center scene, travertine relief. 
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Fig. 2.17 Drawing of the Hercules inscription, from Bloch 1945. 
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Fig. 2.18 The Late Antique Hercules inscription, from the National Italian 

Photographic Archives E 27351. 
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Fig. 2.19 Location of the via degli Horrea Epagathiana, running North-South; and 
the southern extension of the same road, named the via del Pomerio, located to the 

west of the “Round Temple.”    



 

 
 
 

 
201 

 
 

Fig. 3.1 Plan of Ostia depicting the major extramural roads.  Numbers indicate 
the locations of (1) the basilica at Pianabella, (2) the settlement at Gregoriopolis, 

and (3) the synagogue.  Cross-hatched areas estimate the extent of the ancient 
city, known from remote sensing and magnetometry.  Author’s modifications, 

after Heinzelmann 1998. 
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Fig. 3.2 Plan of Ostia depicting two intramural roads with southern gates, each 
leading to the Laurentian territory.  Numbers indicate the location of (1) the 

Cardo Maximus and city gate, (2) the Christian basilica and city gate, and (3) the 
Domus del Protiro.  Author’s modifications, after Heinzelmann 1998. 
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Fig. 3.3 Clay mold taken of the Ostian glass cup, depicting the interior of the 

vessel as perceived by its holder (left).  Drawing of the cup, as seen from below 
(right), each from Squarciapino 1952. 
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Fig. 3.4 Gallery of Lawrence portraits. 



 

 
 
 

 
205 

 
Fig. 3.5 Nave mosaic, S. Apollonaire Nuovo, Ravena, from Deichmann 1958.  
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Fig. 3.6 Triumphal arch mosaic, S. Lorenzo fuori le mura, Rome, from Matthiae 

1967. 
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Fig. 3.7 Mosaic lunette from the mausoleum, Ravenna, from Elsner 1998. 
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Fig. 3.8 Plan of the Christian basilica from Ostia with reconstructed elevation, 

from Heinzelmann 2001. 
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Fig. 3.9 The location of the Christian basilica at Ostia and the Campus Matris 

Deum, after Heinzelmann 2001. 
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Fig. 3.10 The location of the Campus Matris Deum. 
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Fig. 3.11 The Campus Matris Deum, plan. 
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Fig. 3.12 The eastern section of the sanctuary, after Calza 1947. 
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Fig. 3.13 Altar of the Olympian gods, from Rieger 2004. 
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Fig. 3.14 Volusianus’ dedication of Dionysus, author’s photograph. 
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Fig. 3.15 Fragments of the Late Antique collection, superimposed on a plan of 

the sanctuary. 
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Fig. 3.16 The “Cartilius Euplus collection.” 
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Fig. 3.17 The Attis-Dionysus statue (left, from Rieger 2004) with detail of 

dedication (right), author’s photograph.. 
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Fig. 3.18 Feminized Christ, depicted in a scene of traditio legis, 5th c. C.E. 

sarcophagus from Ravenna, from Mathews 2003. 
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Fig. 3.19 The “Cartilius Euplus” animal frieze dedications, author’s photographs. 
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Fig. 4.1 Plan of Ostia showing (1) the location of the Temple of Castor and 

Pollux; (2) the Serapeum; and (3) the temple at 1.15.5 [= Temple of Vulcan?], all 
situated on the via della Foce.  Author’s modifications, after SdO 1. 
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Fig. 4.2 The “navigium Isidis,” Severan wall painting removed from Ostia, 

displayed in the Sala delle Nozze Aldobrandine, Musei Vaticani, from Andreae 
1977. 
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Fig. 4.3 Illustrations of “August,” Codex-Calendar of 354, from Salzman 1990. 
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Fig. 4.4 Ostian ivory diptych, author’s photograph. 
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Fig. 4.5 Detail of male face, ivory diptych, author’s photograph. 
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Fig. 4.6 Plan of Ostia showing the location of the three extramural churches: (1) 
S. Aurea, (2) Pianabella basilica, and (3) S. Ercolano, after Heinzelmann 2001. 
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Fig. 4.7 Location of the urban bishop’s church and the extramural church of S. 

Aurea, after Heinzelmann 2001. 
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Fig. 4.8 Monica’s epitaph, displayed at S. Aurea, author’s photograph.    
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Fig. 4.9 Monica’s epitaph, modern cast, Archivio Fotografico, Ostia Neg. R 2264. 
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Fig. 4.10 Cyriacus’ epitaph, author’s photograph. 
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Fig. 4.11 Points of comparison between the Cyriacus and Monica inscriptions, 

author’s drawings. 
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Fig. 4.12 Schematic representation of archaeological, literary and historical data 

from the 3rd through 6th c C.E. 
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Fig. 5.1 Temple Mount-Noble Sanctuary (Haram al-Sherif), Jerusalem, with Al 

Aqsa Mosque at right, author’s photograph. 
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Fig. 5.2 The Battle of Ostia by Raphael and assistants (1514-15), Stanza 

dell’Incendio, Borgia Apartments, Musei Vaticani. 
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Fig. 6.1 Map of the Middle East, c. 244 C.E. 
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Fig. 6.2 A rock cut tomb from the Achaemenid period (6th c. B.C.E.) at Naqsh-i  

Rustam (right), attributed to Darius I, Oriental Institute, Chicago P57347. 
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Fig. 6.3 The Ka’bah-i-Zardusht with Sapor I’s inscription (far left), located in 
front of the Achaemenid tombs, Oriental Institute, Chicago P57348. 
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Fig. 6.4 The Ka’bah-i-Zardusht in front of the Achaemenid tombs with sightlines 

that represent a viewer’s reading of Sapor’s inscription, after the Oriental 
Institute, Chicago P61069. 
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Appendix A 
 

“The Martyrdom of Aurea”  
From the Acta Sanctorum, August (vol. 4) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
CAPUT I 
 
[1] Tempore, quo iniquissimus Claudius 
Romanae urbis sumpsit imperium, tali a diabolo 
repletus est ira circa Christianos, ut penitus Christi 
nomen nec audire potuisset. Tunc iussit mitti 
praecones per vicos et plateas, ut universus 
populus diis victimas immolaret. Si quis autem 
sacrificare noluisset, diversis poenis interficeretur: 
et alii quidem ferarum morsibus laniati interirent; 
alii in alveo Tiberis demergerentur; alii vero exilio 
deportarentur, et, si quis aleret Christianum, 
diversis poenis interiret. Tunc coeperunt ministri 
curiose quaerere Christianos, ut una cum populis 
idolis immolarent. Et inventi sunt multi Christiani 
nolentes sacrificare: qui diversa sustinuerunt 
tormenta, et cum gloria martyrii pervenerunt ad 
Christum. Inter quos inventa est virgo 
sacratissima, nobili genere orta, imperatorum filia, 
et a cunabulis Christiana, nomine Aurea.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Quae contempsit praecepta iniquissimi iudicis, 
dicens: Ego Deum confiteor labiis, et corde 
invocare non cesso: neque daemoniis inclinabo 
cervices meas, de quibus Scriptura testatur, dicens: 
Similes illis fiant, qui faciunt ea, et omnes qui 
confidunt in eis. 

CHAPTER 1 
 
[1] In that time when the most evil Claudius took 
power over the Roman city, he was filled by a 
demon with such an anger towards Christians that 
he couldn’t even tolerate to hear Christ’s name.  At 
that time, he ordered his heralds to be sent 
through the towns and streets so that the whole 
population might offer sacrifices to the gods.  
Moreover, if anyone did not wish to make a 
sacrifice, he or she would be killed with various 
punishments — some indeed would die torn to 
pieces by the attacks of wild beasts; some would be 
drowned on the banks of the Tiber; and others 
would be sent off into exile.  And if anyone of them 
harbored a Christian, he or she would die by 
various punishments.  So then his agents began 
diligently to seek out Christians to make them 
sacrifice to the idols at the same time as other 
folks.  And many Christians were found who were 
unwilling to sacrifice, who endured various 
tortures and went to Christ as martyrs with glory 
— amongst whom was found was a most holy 
young woman, born of a noble line, the daughter 
of emperors and a Christian from the cradle, 
named Aurea.   
 
 
She scorned the commands of her most evil judge, 
saying: “I confess God with my lips and I will not 
cease from calling upon him with my heart.  Nor 
will I bend my neck to demons, about whom 
scripture speaks, saying: ‘Let those who do these 
things and everyone who trusts in them become 
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[2] Hoc audientes ministri renuntiaverunt 
Augusto, quae gesta fuissent. Statim iussit eam in 
uno carcere recludi: et per septem dies neque 
aquam ei porrigere. Completo vero die septimo, 
suis eam iussit aspectibus praesentari. Quae cum 
praesentata fuisset, dixit ad eam Claudius: Cur 
deseruisti deos immortales, quos parentes tui a 
cunabulis coluerunt, quos principes adorant, per 
quos respublica semper floruit, et Romano 
imperio victoria tributa est, et Romani omnium 
gentium feritatem cum suis opibus subiugaverunt?  
 
 
 
 
Cui beata Aurea fiducialiter dixit: O infelix, si 
sciebas Deum creatorem caeli et terrae, et 
hominum conditorem, qui ista omnia operatus est, 
quae tu dicis per deos tuos facta fuisse, qui sunt 
lapides vel aeramenta, qui nec sibi nec aliis 
opitulari potuerunt; terram et cinerem capiti tuo 
aspergebas, et sic provolutus pavimento 
poenitentiam ageres de sanguine Sanctorum, 
quem effudisti, et te idolis sacrificasse poenituisset, 
et crederes in Iesum Christum Dei Filium, natum 
de Spiritu santo et Maria Virgine. 
 
 
 
 
 
[3] Dicit ei Claudius imperator: desere vanitatem 
istam et humiliare; et sacrifica diis, et accipe virum, 
et laetare in vita tua. Beata Aurea respondit: Ego 
habeo iam caelestem sponsum, a cuius amore 
nullus hominum me separare potest. Dixit ei 
imperator: Nisi quia nobili genere orta es, a 
diversis poenis te faciam, interire. Beata Aurea 
respondit: Semel dixi caesar, quia nec minas tuas 

similar to them.”1 
 
[2] The ministers, hearing this, reported back to 
the Emperor what had happened.  Immediately, he 
ordered that she be imprisoned and that for seven 
days and nights no water be offered to her.  After 
the seventh day, he ordered that she be brought 
forth to him.  After she had been presented, 
Claudius said to her, “Why have you forsaken the 
immortal gods, whom your parents cultivated 
from their cradles, whom the emperors worship 
and through whom the state has always flourished 
and through whom victory has always been 
afforded the Roman empire and with whose help 
the Romans have subjugated the savagery of all 
people?” 
 
To whom blessed Aurea said confidently, 
“Unlucky man, if you knew God, the creator of 
heaven and earth and the founder of the human 
race, who has performed all those things of yours 
which you say have been accomplished through 
your gods — gods who are stones or bronze, who 
are unable to assist either you or others; [if you 
knew God,] you would be pouring earth and ashes 
on your heard and, in this way, humbled on the 
ground, you would be both doing penance for the 
blood of the saints — blood which you have 
poured out and blood that would have atoned for 
the fact that you had scarified to idols — and you 
would believe in Jesus Christ the son of God, born 
of the holy spirit and the virgin Mary. 
 
[3] Claudius the emperor said to her: “Forsake 
that vanity and be humbled.  Sacrifice to the gods, 
find a husband and be happy in your life.” 
 
Blessed Aurea answered, “I already have a 
heavenly spouse, from whose love no man can 
separate me.” 
 

                                                
1 Psalms 115: 4-8 (“They that make them are like them; [so is] every one that trusteth in them.”).  For 
the exact reference, I am thankful for David Armstrong’s keen eye and ear; he also proofread the final 
typescript.  All remaining errors are my own.  



  
240 

timeo, nec terrores tui me separant a caritate 
Domini mei Iesu Christi. Tunc indignatus 
imperator iussit eam in eculeo levari: erat autem 
pulchro aspectu et speciosa nimis, ita ut omnes 
pulchritudinem eius conspicerent: et necesse fuit, 
ut, quam Deus perfuderat gratia sua, ab omnibus 
amaretur: et cum attraheretur nervis, nihil aliud 
dicebat, nisi tantum, Christe, adiuva me, et 
exclamans dixit: Gratias tibi ago, Domine Iesu 
Christe, qui me dignatus es famulam tuam inter 
servos tuos dinumerare. Et cum deposita fuisset de 
eculeo, iussit eam iterum retrudi in carcerem 
dicens, Si haec extincta non fuerit, multi peribunt. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[4] Altera autem die iussit eam a suis apparitoribus 
coarctari, quam sic aggreditur dicens: Aut 
acquiesce, et sacrifica diis, aut variis te suppliciis 
interire faciam. Beata Aurea respondit: Ego 
semper sacrificavi, et sacrificabo Domino Iesu 
Christo, et meipsam offero sacrificium 
immaculatum Deo in odorem suavitatis: quia 
sacrificium Deo est spiritus contribulatus.  
 
 
 
 
Videns autem imperator quia in omnibus victus 
fuerat, iussit eam exspoliari, et fustibus caedi 
dicens: Modo videbo si Christus tuus liberabit te. 
Tunc beata Aurea elevans oculos suos ad caelum 

The emperor said to her, “Except that you were 
born of a noble lineage, I would make you die by 
various punishments.” 
 
Blessed Aurea answered, “Once and for all I have 
said, Caesar, that neither do I fear your threats nor 
can your terrors separate me from the love of my 
lord, Jesus Christ.” 
 
Then the enraged emperor ordered her to be 
raised up on a wooden torture rack.  However, her 
appearance was so beautiful and exceedingly good-
looking that everyone took notice of it.  And it was 
inevitable that everyone fell in love with her, the 
girl whom God had filled with his grace.  And after 
she had been stretched to the sinews, she said 
nothing except, finally, “Christ, sustain me,” and 
shouting out, she said, “I thank you, lord Jesus 
Christ, you who have thought it worthy to count 
me as servant among your servants.”  And after she 
had been taken down from the rack, Claudius 
ordered her again to be sent back into prison, 
saying, “If she will not die, many others will.” 
 
[4] On the next day he ordered her to be confined 
by his own personal guards and he came before 
her, saying, “Either give in and sacrifice to the gods 
or I will make you die by various humiliations.” 
 
Blessed Aurea responded, “I have always sacrificed 
and I will now sacrifice for the lord Jesus Christ, 
and I offer to God me, myself, as an offering 
unstained in the scent of sweetness [like other 
sacrifices] because the sacrifice to God is a contrite 
heart.” 
 
The emperor, seeing he had been defeated in 
everything, ordered her to be stripped and to be 
struck with cudgels, saying, “Soon I’ll see if your 
Christ will free you.”  Then blessed Aurea, raising 

                                                                                                                                           
2 The theme is scriptural (see Matt 5.14-16 and Luke 14: 34-35), and the language is particularly relevant 
to an Ostian audience (modius, grain measuring device). 
3 The office, belonging specifically to the Late Antique period, is attested in CTh 3.13.6, 3.24.3 and 
6.8.1. 
4 See CTh 9.35.3 for cudgels with metal scourages affixed to them for torture. 
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dixit: Qui liberasti tres pueros de camino ignis 
ardentis, et Susannam de falso crimine, et 
Danielem de lacu leonum; tu da virtutem cordi et 
corpori meo sufferre tormenta, ut non praevaleat 
draco iste iniquitatis in ancillam tuam confidentem 
in te. Iratus Claudius iussit eam levari a terra, et 
vinctam catenis in Hosteam exilio deportari cum 
viris religiosis, et sacris virginibus, et omni familia 
sua: et coepit habitare foras muros Hostiae 
civitatis in loco, qui vocatur Euparisti in praedio 
suo, et ibi die noctuque ieiuniis et orationibus 
epulabatur. 
 
 
 
 
 
[5] Erat autem in civitate Hostea episcopus, 
nomine Cyriacus, timens Deum, cum sacerdotibus 
suis Maximo, Eusebio et Concordio presbyteris, et 
Archelaio diacono: quorum orationibus multa 
mirabilia Dominus operatus est. In eodem loco 
sanabantur infirmi orationibus eorum a 
languoribus suis, expellebantur daemonia, caeci 
illuminabantur. Dum haec beata Aurea agnovisset, 
gaudio repleta, veniens ad sanctum Cyriacum 
episcopum coepit pedibus eius prostrata cum 
lacrymis rogare, ut precem super eam effunderet. 
Tunc beatus Cyriacus expandens manus suas ad 
caelum dixit: Domine Iesu Christe, rex angelorum, 
amator castitatis, qui post resurrectionem tuam 
multis apparuisti, et omnibus in te credentibus 
vitam promisisti aeternam; adesto 
supplicationibus nostris, et huic famulae tuae 
auxilium tuae virtutis impende, ut cum palma 
martyrii regni caelestis ianuas ingredi mereatur, et 
ad tuum t[h]alamum cum illis prudentibus 
virginibus, accensis lampadibus suis obtinet tibi 
Christo Domino, qui vivis et regnas Deus per 
omnia secula seculorum. Et omnes dixerunt: 
Amen.  
 
 
 
 

her eyes to the sky, said, “You who have freed 
three boys from the furnace of the burning fire and 
freed Susanna from a false charge and freed Daniel 
from the lions’ den; give me strength of heart to 
endure even the torments of my body so that that 
serpent of iniquity does not gain the upper hand 
over your servant, who puts her trust in you.” 
 
Angry, Claudius ordered her to be raised from the 
ground and bound in chains, to be carried off in 
exile to Ostia with other religious men and holy 
young women and her entire family.  And she 
began to live outside the walls of the city of Ostia 
in that place which is called Euparisti — on her 
own farm and there, day and night, she had her fill 
of fasts and feasted on prayers.   
 
[5] There was, moreover, a bishop in the city of 
Ostia whose name was Cyriacus, who feared God 
along with his priests; Maximus, Eusebius, and 
Concordius, his presbyters, and Archelaus his 
deacon — by whose sermons God had performed 
many remarkable things.  In that very place, the 
sick were healed from their infirmities by their 
prayers, demons were driven out, the blind were 
given sight.  Although blessed Aurea was unaware 
of these things, she, filled with joy, coming to the 
holy bishop, Cyriacus, and lying prostrate at his 
feet, began to ask him with tears to pour out his 
prayers upon her.  Then, blessed Cyriacus, 
stretching out his hands to the sky, said, “Lord 
Jesus Christ, king of the angels, lover of the chaste, 
you who have appeared after your resurrection to 
many people, and you who have promised to all 
who believe in you eternal life; be present now at 
our prayers and offer the help of your strength to 
this your servant so that she may deserve to enter 
the doors of your heavenly kingdom with a 
martyr’s palm branch; and at your bedchamber 
with those wise young maidens she will hold her 
own kindled torches for you, lord Christ, you who 
live and reign as God through all the ages of the 
ages.”  And everyone said, “Amen.” 
 
Then the holy bishop performed those things 
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Tunc sanctus episcopus agens quae Dei sunt: 
participati sunt corpore et sanguine Domini nostri 
Iesu Christi, et gratias agentes Deo, coeperunt 
omnes simul in unum in Dei laudibus permanere. 
In diebus illis magna persecutio orta est 
Christianis: et quia non possunt lucernae ardentes 
in absconso neque sub modio poni, sed super 
candelabrum, ut luceant omnibus qui in domo Dei 
sunt. 
 
 
[6] Erat autem vir praepositus magisteriae 
potestatis et occulte Christianus, timens Deum et 
credens in virtute Domini Iesu Christi: qui 
quotidie in absconditis suis orationibus et ieiuniis 
atque eleemosynis suis epulabatur. Hoc audiens 
imperator, ira commotus, iussit eum teneri, et ante 
conspectum suum praesentari. Hic autem non 
recedebat a Claudii conspectu; sed si quos vidisset 
de Christianis ad necem trahi, vel ad custodiam, 
occulte confortabat, et quantum ei victum in 
carceribus, in custodiis, et in vinculis ministrabat.  
 
 
 
Cui ita dixit: Tu es vir ille Censurinus deorum 
cultor: et nostrae maiestati semper affabilis. 
Mansuetudo nostra nullum sibi servientem 
despicit: sed in cultura deorum semper hanc rem 
publicam gubernantes propagavit.  
 
 
Tunc beatus Censurinus respondit: Ego 
Christianus sum et testimonium dico de Domino 
meo Iesu Christo, quia ipse est verus Deus, qui 
crucifixus est, et sepultus, et die tertia resurrexit, 
ipsis videntibus, qui eum crucifixerunt, quod post 
mortem viveret, et quadragesimo die ascendit in 
caelum, et sedet ad dextram Patris. 
 
 
[7] Hic nostris temporibus dignatus est venire ad 
terras, et se induit servili corporis indumento, ut 
nos a servitute diaboli liberaret. Iratus Claudius 
dixit: Insanis, Censurine.  

which are God’s: They were made partners in the 
body and blood of our lord, Jesus Christ, and 
thanking God, everyone at the same time began in 
unison to keep themselves together in the praises 
of God.  In those days a great persecution arose 
against Christians, and [yet they continued to do 
these things] since no burning lamps can be placed 
in hiding nor under any bushel2 but rather they are 
placed on the lamp stand in order that they might 
shine on everyone who is in the house of God. 
 
[6] There was, moreover, a man, a prefect of 
magisterial power3 and secretly a Christian, who 
feared God and believed in the strength of the lord 
Jesus Christ, who daily feasted on his own secret 
sermons and fasts and his own charities.  The 
emperor, hearing this and moved by anger, 
ordered him to be held and that he be presented 
before him.  This man, however, did not shrink 
from the sight of Claudius.   If he had seen a 
Christian being drawn to their death or to a jail, he 
secretly used to comfort them and minister to 
them as much as he could in their prison, jail or 
chains.   
 
The emperor addressed him with the following: 
“You are that man, Censurinus, a cultivator of the 
gods, and always courteous to our Majesty.  Our 
Grace looks down upon no one who serves It; but 
it has always encouraged those who govern the 
state in honoring the gods.” 
 
Then blessed Censurinus answered, “I am a 
Christian and I am giving testimony about my 
lord, Jesus Christ, since he himself is the true God 
who was crucified and was buried and on the third 
day rose again and even those who crucified him 
saw that that lived after death and on the fortieth 
day he ascended into heaven and sits at the right 
hand of the father. 
 
[7] “This man deemed it worthy to come to earth 
in our times and he robed himself in the dress of a 
servant so that he would free us from devilish 
servitude.” 
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Beatus Censurinus dixit: Ego non insanio, sed de 
insania ad veram mentem reversus sum ad 
creatorem Dominum meum Iesum Christum, qui 
caecos illuminavit, et mortuos suscitavit, leprosos 
mundavit, et pedibus suis super mare ambulavit, et 
multa alia et innumerabilia, et de aqua vinum fecit: 
ipsi confiteor in aeternum.  
 
 
Tunc iussit eum propter militare consortium in 
Hostea custodiae mancipari, non longe ab urbe 
Roma miliario quintodecimo. Ille autem in 
custodia et in vinculis obligatus Deo laudes die 
noctuque canebat. 
 
[8] Erat tunc in civitate Hostea quaedam matrone 
de genere regiae potestatis, nomine Aurea, quae 
iam multas persecutiones experta inscriptionibus 
fuerat damnata, et cum viris religiosis et sacris 
virginibus in praedio suo vacabat. Haec quotidie 
sancto Censurino die noctuque victualia et 
alimoniam ministrabat: cuius vincula manu sua 
aqua lavans, in oculis et in facie sua mulcens, cum 
gaudio revertebatur in domum suam. Erat autem 
in civitate Hostea Maximus presbyter, et Archelaus 
diaconus, qui quotidie sacrificia Deo cum hymnis 
et laudibus offerebant: et ibi beatus Maximus 
multa mirabilia in nomine Domini exercebat. Dum 
autem introisset ad beatum Censurinum, statim 
vincula de manibus et pedibus eius solvebantur. 
Tunc beatus Maximus aperiens os suum coepit 
dicere ad custodes: Fratres, derelinquite daemones 
temporales, et cognoscite Deum creatorem 
Dominum, et Iesum Christum. Filium eius, qui 
fuit ante saecula, et semper est, et venturus est 
iudicare vivos et mortuos, et saeculum per ignem. 
Nam saeculum nostrum transiet, caelum et terra 
transibunt, Dominus autem Iesus Christus semper 
et idem est. 
 
 
 

 
Claudius, angry, said, “You’re crazy, Censurinus.” 
 
Blessed Censurinus said, “I am not crazy but I have 
been turned away from insanity to my true mind, 
to the creator, my lord Jesus Christ, who has given 
sight to the blind and has raised the dead, has 
healed lepers and has walked on water with his 
own feet, and even many other and innumerable 
things, and he even made wine from water: I will 
testify to him forever.” 
 
Then Claudius ordered him to be remanded to an 
Ostian prison, not far from the city of Rome at the 
15th milestone, near a military outpost.  He, 
however, though bound in prison and in chains 
kept singing night and day praises to God. 
 
[8] At that time there was in the city of Ostia a 
certain matron of imperial lineage — her name, 
Aurea — who, having experienced many 
persecutions, had already been sentenced by 
imperial orders; and she was free wandering with 
holy men and women in her town.  Daily, she 
served food and nourishment to the holy 
Censurinus, day and night, washing his chains with 
water with her own hand, comforting him with her 
eyes and her beautiful form and she used to return 
home with joy.  There was, moreover, in the city of 
Ostia, a presbyter, Maximus, and Archelaus, a 
deacon, who were offering daily sacrifices to God 
with hymns and praises, and the blessed Maximus 
was doing many marvelous things there in the 
name of the lord.  When he had entered to see the 
blessed Censurinus, immediately the chains were 
released from his hands and feet.  And at the same 
time blessedMaximus, opening his mouth bcgan to 
tell the guards: “Brothers, give up your worldly 
demons and recognize God the creator, lord and 
Jesus Christ.  His son, who existed ages before and 
always is and will come to judge the living and the 
dead and the age with fire.  For our age will pass, 
the sky and the earth will pass, however, the lord 
Jesus Christ always will stay the same. 
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[9] Responderunt custodes et dixerunt ad 
Maximum presbyterum: Quid faciemus, ut 
cognoscamus eum, quem tu praedicas, per quem 
cognovimus in dictis orationibus tuis vincula 
dissolvi? Maximus presbyter dixit: Poenitentiam 
agite, et baptizetur unusquisque vestrum, et credat 
Iesum Christum crucifixum Filium Dei, et idola 
vana derelinquat, quia nescientes blasphemastis 
nomen eius, cuius Sanctos cruciabatis. Tunc Felix, 
Maximus, Taurinus, Herculanus, Benerius, 
Storacinus, Mennas, Commodus, Hermes, 
Maurus, Eusebius, Rusticus, Monaxius, 
Amandinus, Olimpius, Cyprius et Theodorus 
tribunus miserunt se ad pedes beati Maximi 
presbyteri, cum lacrymis, et dixerunt: Nos ex toto 
corde credimus non esse alium Deum, nisi 
Dominum Iesum Christum, qui est redemptor 
nostrarum, qui nobis videntibus ferrea claustra 
comminuit.  
 
 
 
Tunc omnes gratias egerunt Deo, et Sanctis eius, 
quorum orationibus aeternum lumen viderunt. 
Tunc beatus Maximus indixit eis triduanum 
ieiunium, et secundum consuetudinem impletis 
omnibus, catechizavit eos renuntiantes idolis et 
omnibus mundi commerciis. Baptizati sunt autem 
in nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus sancti: et 
suscepit eos beata Aurea, et vestibus et alimoniis 
ornavit. Tunc veniens beatus Cyriacus episcopus 
chrismate Christi eos perungens, signavit illos 
verbis fidei: et participati sunt omnes sacrosanctis 
mysteriis. 
 
 
CAPUT II 
 
[10] Sutor autem erat in eodem loco, cuius filius 
eadem hora mortuus est. Transeunte beato 
Cyriaco, et Maximo et beata Aurea, militibus 
Christi, lamentabatur sutor in morte filii sui. Tunc 
beatus Maximus presbyter dixit ad sutorem: Tu 
crede in Dominum Iesum Christum coram nobis 
omnibus, et tu vives, et filium recipies. Ille autem 

[9] The guards responded and said to Maximus 
the presbyter, “What should we do so that we may 
know him, this one whom you are heralding, 
through whom we have watched the chains be 
dissolved by your spoken prayers?” Maximus the 
presbyter said, “Make penance and let each one of 
you be baptized and believe in Jesus Christ, the 
crucified son of God, and let him leave behind vain 
idols since you unknowingly profane the name of 
the one whose saints you were torturing.” 
 
Then Felix, Maximus, Taurinus, Herculanus, 
Benerius, Storacinus, Mennas, Commodus, 
Hermes, Maurus, Eusebius, Rusticus, Monaxius, 
Amandinus, Olimpius, Cyprius and Theodorus 
the tribune threw themselves to the feet of the 
blessed Maximus the presbyter and with tears, 
said; “We believe with our whole heart that there is 
no other God except the lord Jesus Christ, who is 
our redeemer, who shattered the iron bonds as we 
were watching.” 
 
Then everyone gave thanks to God and to his 
saints, by whose prayers they were able to see 
eternal light.  Then blessed Maximus led them in a 
three day fast and with all things having been done 
according to custom, he taught them to renounce 
idols and all the dealings of the world.  Moreover, 
they were baptized in the name of the father and 
son and holy spirit, and blessed Aurea received 
them and bestowed upon them clothes and food.  
Then blessed Cyriacus, the bishop, coming to 
them, anointing them with the oil of Christ, 
marked them with the words of the faith, and they 
all took part in the sacred mysteries. 
 
CHAPTER TWO 
 
[10] There was, moreover, a shoemaker in that 
same place, whose son had died at that very hour.  
While the blessed Cyriacus and Maximus and 
Aurea, soldiers of Christ, were passing through, 
the shoemaker was lamenting the death of his son.  
Then blessed Maximus the presbyter said to the 
shoemaker: “Believe in the lord Jesus Christ as we 
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dixit: In quem credamus, numquid in illum, quem 
a iuventute mea blasphemavi?  
Beatus Maximus dixit: Poenitentiam age, quia 
Deus poenitentium est, non reddens secundum 
nostra peccata; sed secundum magnam 
misericordiam suam.  
 
 
 
 
Sutor autem dixit: Baptizate me in nomine eius, ut 
credam. Tunc baptizatus etiam factus Christianus, 
cum accepisset signum Christi, gaudens duxit illos 
ad filium suum. Quem cum vidissent beatus 
Cyriacus, et beatus Maximus, cum lacrymis 
dixerunt: Domine Iesu Christe, qui dignatus es 
formam servi accipere, ut nos a servitute diaboli 
liberares, respice in opera manuum tuarum, ut 
cognoscant te factorem suum et creatorem ac 
restauratorem suum. 
 
 
[11] Tunc beatus Cyriacus dixit: Domine, in 
nomine tuo flectimus genua nostra. Cumque 
orassent diu, dixit beatus Cyriacus: Domine Iesu 
Christe Nazarene crucifixe, qui Lazarum 
foetentem resuscitare dignatus es, et filium unicum 
viduae resuscitasti; ostende in hunc famulum 
tuum virtutem tuam, ut cognoscat te Dominum 
vivum et verum creatorem suum, in regeneratione 
sua, quia tu regnas per omnia saecula saeculorum. 
Et cum dixissent omnes, Amen, statim revixit qui 
erat mortuus: et coepit loqui dicens: Ego vidi 
Dominum Iesum Christum reducentem me de 
tenebris ad lucem.  
 
Tunc catechizavit eum et baptizatus est, et accepit 
signaculum Christi: quem suscepit beata Aurea. 
Erat autem plus minus annorum decem, nomine 
Faustinus. 
 
[12] Eodem tempore nuntiatum est Claudio, 
quod in Hostea mortuus suscitatus fuisset per 
orationem Sanctorum, et dixit: Hoc non est nisi 
ars magica. Tunc vocavit ad se vicarium urbis 

all do and you will live and you will receive your 
son back.”  However, that man said, “In whom 
should we believe, surely not in that one whom I 
have blasphemed against since my youth?” 
 
Blessed Maximus said, “Make penance since God 
is all powerful, repaying us not according to our 
sins but according to his great compassion.”   
 
 
The shoemaker said, “Baptize me in his name so 
that I may believe.”  Then, having been baptized 
and also become Christian, after he had received 
the sign of Christ, happily he led them to his son, 
whom, when blessed Cyriacus had seen him and 
blessed Maximus, they said with tears, “Lord Jesus 
Christ, you who deemed it worthy to take the 
shape of a servant, so that you might free us from 
devilish servitude, look on the work of your hands 
so that these people might recognize you as agent 
and creator and restorer. 
 
[11] Then blessed Cyriacus said, “Lord, in your 
name we genuflect.”  And after they had prayed for 
a while, blessed Cyriacus said: “Lord Jesus Christ 
of Nazareth, crucified, who deemed it worthy to 
raise foul-smelling Lazarus from the dead, and you 
who have raised the only son of the widow; show 
your strength in this servant so that he might 
recognize you as living lord and as his true creator 
in his own rebirth since you rule for all the ages of 
the ages.” And after everyone had said Amen, 
immediately the boy who had died was revived, 
and began talking, saying, “I saw the lord Jesus 
Christ leading me from the shadows to light.”   
 
Then he taught him and the boy, whom blessed 
Aurea supported as her own, was baptized and he 
received the sign of Christ.  He was about 10 
yearsold, Faustinus by name. 
 
[12] At that same time it was announced to 
Claudius that at Ostia a dead man had been 
brought back to life through an oration of the holy 
men and he said, “This is nothing but magic.”  
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Romae, nomine Ulpinum Romulum: cui haec 
praecepit dicens: Perge in civitatem Hosteam, et 
quoscumque Christianos ibidem reperire potueris, 
diversis poenis eos constringe: ita ut qui 
sacrificaverint diis, divitiis et facultatibus atque 
honoribus locupletentur; qui vero noluerint, 
diversis poenis macerati, capite puniantur. 
Sacrilega vero Aurea, quae obscuravit genus regiae 
potestatis suae, et elegit per magica mori [potius], 
quam vita una nobiscum frui; si adoraverit deos 
deasque, inscriptio in ea firmata aboleatur. Qui 
autem inventi fuerint in ea societate permanentes, 
simul in unum poenis crucientur.  
 
 
 
 
 
Veniens ergo Ulpinus Romulus in civitatem 
Hosteam, iussit omnes Sanctos custodiae 
mancipari. Diluculo autem surgens, praecepit sibi 
beatam Auream praesentari: cui ita dixit: Insaniam 
artis magicae, quae in te floret, ut perderes regiam 
maiestatem suam, et natales claros obscurares, 
depone.  
 
 
Beata Aurea respondit: Ego obscuravi daemones, 
et idola vana respui, et cognovi unum Deum vivum 
et verum, et Dominum Iesum Christum Filium 
eius, qui venturus est iudicare vivos et mortuos; et 
patrem tuum diabolum una cum Claudio in 
tenebris damnare. 
 
 
[13] Vicarius Romulus dixit: Inducta es ab insania 
magicae artis; nunc desere vanitatem istam, et 
consule generositati tuae. Beata Aurea insufflavit 
in faciem vicarii dicens: Miser, si scires Deum 
creatorem caeli et terrae, non proferres ex ore tuo 
blasphemiam. Iratus Romulus iussit eam in eculeo 
levari, et cum diu torqueretur, facie alacri et 
speciosa coep[i]t dicere: Gratias tibi ago, Domine 
Iesu Christe, qui de inferis ad sublimia caeli me 
dignatus es elevare. Cui Romulus dixit: Ubi est, 

Then he called the vicar of the city of Rome to 
him, Ulpinus Romulus, to whom he gave the 
following instructions: “Go to the city of Ostia and 
whatever Christians you can find there, sentence 
them to various punishments in such a way that 
whoever sacrifices to the gods will be enriched 
with riches and resources and honors; and anyone 
who doesn’t, seize them so that they may be 
punished and torment them with various 
punishments.  But wicked Aurea, who has blocked 
out her noble lineage and chosen to die through 
magic rather than to enjoy a life together with us 
— if she worships the gods and goddesses, let the 
order signed against her be commuted.  However, 
whoever is found to have been permanent 
members of her group, let them be tortured with 
one punishment all at the same time.” 
 
Therefore, Ulpinus Romulus, coming into the city 
of Ostia, ordered all the holy people to be 
remanded to custody.  However, rising at dawn, he 
ordered blessed Aurea be brought before him, to 
whom he said: “Lay aside the insanity of magic 
which flourishes in you so that you should obscure 
your imperial dignity and cloud your distinguished 
birth.” 
 
Blessed Aurea responded, “I have covered the 
demons and I have spit on the empty idols and I 
recognize one living true God and the lord Jesus 
Christ, his son, who will come to judge the living 
and the dead; and will sentence your father, the 
devil, together with Claudius to the shadows.” 
 
 
[13] The vicar Romulus said, “You have been led 
astray by the insanity of magic; now, lay aside that 
vanity and look after your high birth.” 
 
Blessed Aurea puffed up with anger, saying to 
theface of the vicar, “Poor man, if you knew God, 
the creator of heaven and earth, you would not 
release this blasphemy from your mouth.” 
 
Angered, Romulus ordered her to be placed on the 



  
247 

quem praedicas, Christus tuus? Liberet te. Beata 
Aurea dixit: Ego indigna sum; sed ille, qui dignatus 
est me de caligine huius mundi eripere, potens est 
et te, et Claudium, destruere. Hoc cum dixisset, 
confractus est eculeus, et deposita est exinde, et 
iussit eam fustibus caedi sub voce praeconia 
dicens: Sacrilega Aurea, quae blasphemavit deos, 
et regnum Iovis gubernatoris totius mundi, 
acerrimis tormentis debet extingui. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[14] Illa autem dicebat: Benedictus es, Domine 
Deus, Iesu Christe, quem ego video. Romulus 
dixit: Date flammas ad latera eius. Et cum 
applicuissent flammas, voce clara dixit ad 
Romulum: O infelix, pudor tibi non est conspicere 
membra corporalis genitricis tuae in conspectu tuo 
ignibus assari. Romulus dixit: Tua infelicitas hoc 
meretur, quae deseruisti deos immortales, et 
regiam maiestatem tuam, et desiderasti magicis 
artibus coinquinari. Tunc iussit eam recipi in 
custodiam. Et praecepit adducere ad se Maximum 
presbyterum, et Archelaum diaconum, quibus ita 
dixit: Per vos, et per doctrinam vestram 
blasphemantur numina deorum, et circumducitis 
homines, ut non credant secundum morem 
antiquitatis. Maximus presbyter dixit: Non nos 
seducimus homines, sed, quantum gratia Dei 
donat, per ipsum Dominum Iesum Christum 
liberamus de errore saeculi huius, et mancipamus 
nomini sancto eius. Tunc iratus Romulus dixit: Isti 
quidem digni sunt morte: et iussit sibi milites 

rack and after she had been tortured there for a 
while, she began to speak with a beautiful and 
cheerful countenance: “I thank you, lord Jesus 
Christ, you who have deemed it worthy to elevate 
me from infernal depths to the heights of the sky.” 
 
To whom Romulus said, “Where is he, the one 
whom you are invoking, your Christ? Let him free 
you.” 
 
Blessed Aurea said, “I am not worthy, but that one, 
who has deemed it worthy to snatch me from the 
darkness of this world, he is powerful and able to 
destroy you and Claudius.” 
 
After she had said this, the torture rack was broken 
to pieces and she was taken down from there; and 
he ordered her to be lashed with cudgels, speaking 
in an authoritative voice: “Wicked Aurea, you who 
have profaned the gods and the reign of Jupiter, 
the ruler of the whole world, it is decided that you 
are going to be killed with the most bitter 
tortures.” 
 
[14] However, that girl kept saying, “You are 
blessed, lord God, Jesus Christ, whom I see.” 
 
Romulus said, “Ignite the flames at her sides.”  And 
after they had applied the flames, she said in a clear 
voice to Romulus, “Unfortunate man, do you not 
have any shame in seeing the limbs of your earthly 
mother being roasted even in your sight?” 
 
Romulus said, “Your misfortune deserves it, you 
who have deserted the immortal gods and your 
imperial dignity and you who have longed to be 
befouled with magic.”  Then he ordered her to be 
taken back into custody.  And he ordered that they 
bring in the presbyter Maximus and Archelaus the 
deacon, to whom he said: “Through you and 
through your teaching the divine will of the gods 
isbeing profaned and you are leading men astray 
so that they no longer believe according to the 
custom of antiquity.” 
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Christi praesentari, qui per beatum Cyriacum et 
Maximum et Archelaum, et beatam Auream 
crediderunt. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[15] Quibus ita dixit: Sacrificate diis, aut diversis 
poenis vos cruciabo. Respondentes dixerunt: Iam 
semel obtulimus nosmetipsos sacrificium Deo et 
Domino Ieus Christo; qui nos per Sanctos suos 
illuminavit.  
 
 
 
Iratus Romulus iussit eos explorari, et fustibus 
caedi. Illi autem dicebant: Gratias tibi agimus, 
Domine Iesu Christe, quia meruimus socii fieri 
Sanctorum tuorum.  
 
Eadem hora iussit eos duci ad arcum ante 
theatrum, et ibi eos capitalem fecit subire 
sententiam. Tunc omnes quasi ex uno ore 
dixerunt: Domine Deus omnipotens, receptor 
innocentium animarum, suscipe spiritum nostrum. 
Et decollati sunt in eodem loco, gratias agentes 
Deo. Romulus vero iussit beatum Cyriacum in 
custodia truncari. Tunc beatus Eusebius collegit 
noctu corpora sanctorum Cyriaci episcopi, 
Maximi presbyteri, et Archelai diaconi: et cum 
omni diligentia sepelivit. Corpora vero Sanctorum 
militum iussit Romulus in mare iactari: quos 
beatus presbyter sollicitus collegit ad litus maris, et 
in campo Hosteae abscondit, atque sepelivit iuxta 
Urbem in crypta Ostense, sexto Idus Augusti: 
Taurinum vero et Herculanum in portu Romano 
abscondit, beatum Theodorum tribunum posuit in 
miseleo (mausoleo) suo: et omnes alios collegit, et 
posuit iuxta corpora sanctorum Cyriaci et Maximi 
sub die decimo Kalendas Septembris. 

The presbyter Maximus said, “We are not the ones 
seducing men but, as much grace as God gives us, 
we are freeing them through the lord Jesus Christ 
himself from the mistake of this age and we are 
releasing them in his holy name.” 
 
Then angered Romulus said, “Indeed, these 
foolish men are worthy of death.”  And he ordered 
the soldiers of Christ brought forth those who 
trusted in the blessed Cyriacus, Maximus, 
Archelaus and Aurea. 
 
[15] To them all, Romulus said the following, 
“Make a sacrifice to the gods or I will torture you 
by various punishments.”  Answering him, they 
said, “We have already offered us, ourselves, once 
and for all as a sacrifice to God and to lord Jesus 
Christ, who has illuminated us through his holy 
saints.” 
 
Angry, Romulus ordered them to be tested and to 
be beaten with cudgels.  However, they kept  
saying, “We thank you, lord Jesus Christ, since we 
have deserved to become fellows with your saints.” 
 
At that same hour, Romulus ordered that they be 
brought to the arch in front of the theater and 
there he made them undergo their death sentence.  
Then everyone spoke as if with one voice: “All 
powerful lord God, receiver of ourinnocent spirits, 
accept our souls.”  And they were beheaded in that 
very spot, giving thanks to God.  But Romulus 
ordered the blessed Cyriacus to be beheaded in 
jail.  Then, blessed Eusebius at night gathered up 
all the bodies of the saints — bishop Cyriacus, 
presbyter Maximus and deacon Archelaus.  And he 
buried them with every care.  But Romulus 
ordered the bodies of the holy soldiers to be tossed 
into the sea — the bodies of whom the blessed 
presbyter, out of concern, gathered up at the 
seashore and hid in a field in Ostia and he buried 
them next to the city in an Ostian crypt, six days 
before the Ides of August [8 August].  But he hid 
Taurinus and Herculanus at the Roman harbor, 
placed the blessed Theodorus in his own 
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[16] Eadem die iussit sibi Romulus beatam 
Auream praesentari. Quae cum praesentata fuisset 
aspectibus eius, gaudens dixit ad Romulum: O 
miser, ut quid perdidisti dies tuos? Agnosce 
creatorem tuum Christum Deum, et noli adorare 
lapides et aeramenta et aurum aut argentum, sed 
adora Dominum Iesum Christum, qui resurrexit 
tertia die, et ascendit ad caelos, et inde venturus est 
indicare vivos et mortuos, et saeculum per ignem.  
 
 
Cui Romulus dixit: Modo videbis, si Christus tuus 
liberabit te: si non sacrificaveris diis. Beata Aurea 
respondit: Bene dixisti[,] miser: tu aliquando 
protulisti vertitatem ex ore tuo dicens: Si non 
sacrificaveris daemoniis, videbis Christum.  
 
 
 
 
Videns Romulus quia in dictis suis victus fuerat, 
iussit ut cum lapide maxillae eius caederentur. 
Clamavit autem dicens: Gloria tibi, Domine Iesu 
Christe; quia merui caelestis regni ianuas introire.  
Romulus dixit: Iam consule generositati tuae, et 
adora deos, et accipe virum et laetare in vita tua.  
 
 
 
Beata Aurea respondit: Ego iam virum habeo 
Deum caeli et terrae, Dominum Iesum Christum, 
perpetuum regem: quem tu negas te scire: nec 
cognoscis misericordiam eius, sed cognoscis 
daemones, qui cor tuum insania et rabie 
impleverunt. Eadem hora iussit in conspectu suo 
plumbatis eam deficere: quae cum diu caederetur, 
magis confortabatur. 
 
 
 

mausoleum, and gathered up all the others and 
placed them next to the bodies of the holy 
Cyriacus and Maximus, doing this latter ten days 
before the Kalends of September [23 August]. 
 
[16] On that same day, Romulus ordered the 
blessed Aurea brought before him; and when she 
had been presented for his inspection, she gladly 
told him, “Wretched man, how have you spent 
your days? Recognize your creator, Christ, God.  
Don’t worship stones and bronze, gold or silver, 
but worship the lord Jesus Christ, who rose from 
the dead on the third day and ascended to the 
heavens, and from there he will come to judge the 
living and the dead and the world with fire.” 
 
To whom Romulus said, “You will soon see if your 
Christ is going to free you, if you do not make a 
sacrifice to the gods.” 
 
Blessed Aurea answered, “You have spoken well, 
wretched man.  You have at last offered the truth 
from your mouth, saying, ‘If you do not sacrifice to 
the demons, you will see Christ.’” 
 
Romulus, seeing that he had been defeated with 
his own words, ordered that her jaw be struck with 
a stone.  However, she called out, saying, “Glory to 
you, lord Jesus Christ, since I have deserved to 
enter the doors of your heavenly kingdom.” 
Romulus said, “Think now of your noble birth and 
worship the gods and find a husband and be happy 
in your life.” 
 
Blessed Aurea answered, “I already have a 
husband, God of heaven and earth, lord Jesus 
Christ, eternal king, whom you deny that you 
know. You do not recognize his compassion but 
you recognize demons, who have filled up your 
heart with insanity and sickness.” 
 
At that very hour he ordered them to wear her out 
in his sight with lead scourges;4 and although she 
was struck for a long while, the more she kept 
being comforted. 
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[17] Tunc dedit in eam sententiam dicens: Lapis 
magnus ligetur ad collum eius, et demergatur in 
mare: cuius corpus sanctum pervenit ad litus: 
quam beatus Nonosus [= Nonnus] collegit: qui 
etiam Ypolytus nuncupatur, et cum omni 
diligentia sepelivit in praedio eius, ubi habitaverat, 
quarto Kalendas Septembris.  
 
Tunc Romulus tenuit quemdam Sabinianum 
agricultorem loci illius, et coepit ab eo quaerere 
facultates beatae Aureae, dicens: Sacrilega Aurea, 
quae noluit sacrificare diis, nec principum 
praecepta servare, tuas amicitias semper 
communes habuit: thesauros eius vel ornamenta 
ante conspectum nostrum declarare festina, et 
sacrifica diis, et vive: et humiliare ad iussa 
principum. Sabinianus dixit: Ego semper 
humilitatem doctus sum a beata Aurea, quae me 
docuit confiteri Dominum meum Iesum 
Christum, qui natus est de Spiritu Sancto ex Maria 
Virgine. Nam aurum nobis, aut argentum, vel 
margaritas non esse scias. Romulus dixit: Succurre 
tibi, et occultos thesauros principum redde, et 
sacrifica diis, et recede ab insania falsa. 
 
 
 
 
 
[18] Sabinianus dixit: Ego quidem non mereor 
pro peccatis meos; sed quantum gratia Domini 
mei Iesu Christi largitur, quam mihi donare 
dignatus est, sic crede me idoneum esse ad 
cognoscendam misericordiam eius: qui mihi suam 
gratiam in baptismo donare dignatus est. Nam hoc 
aurum temporale non me habere, nec dare, nec 
daemoniis flectere cervices meas [scito].  
 
 
Romulus iratus iussit, ut cum plumbatis cervices 
eius caederentur, cum voce praeconia dicens: 
Deos et deas principum blasphemare noli. Eodem 
die hoc audiens beatus Ypolytus, qui etiam 
Nonnus vocatur, obtulit se in conspectu Romuli, 

 
[17] Then he sentenced her, saying “Let a great 
stone be tied to her neck and let her be thrown 
into the sea,” but her holy body floated to shore, 
which the blessed Nonnus (also called Hypolytus) 
gathered up and buried with every care in that 
town of hers where she had lived, four days before 
the Kalends of September [29 August].   
 
Then Romulus held a certain Sabinianus, a farmer 
of that place and he began to ask him about the 
property of the blessed Aurea, saying, “Wicked 
Aurea, who didn’t wish to make a sacrifice to the 
gods, nor wished to obey the teachings of the 
emperors, always shared a friendship with you.  
Quickly reveal her treasures or belongings to us, 
sacrifice to the gods and live; and humble yourself 
at the orders of the emperors.” 
 
Sabinianus said, “I always learned humility from 
blessed Aurea, who taught me to confess my lord 
Jesus Christ, who was born from the holy spirit 
from the virgin Mary.  But now you may not know 
that there was any gold or silver or pearls.” 
 
Romulus said, “Help yourself and hand over the 
hidden treasures that belong to the emperors, 
sacrifice to the gods and draw yourself back from 
this vain insanity.” 
 
[18] Sabinianus said, “I certainly am not worthy 
because of my sins, but inasmuch as the grace of 
my lord Jesus Christ is conferred upon me as 
which he deemed worthy to give me, believe me 
when I say that I am capable of recognizing his 
compassion, he who deemed it worthy to bestow 
upon me his grace in baptism.  For know that I do 
not have nor do I will hand over any worldly 
money nor will I bend my neck to your demons.” 
 
Romulus, angered, ordered that his neck be struck 
with the leaden cudgels, saying in an authoritative 
voice, “Don’t profane the gods and goddesses of 
the emperors.” 
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et ita voce clara dixit: O miser, si scires, non 
cruciares cervices Sanctorum, et te ipsum 
humiliares Deo et Domino Iesu Christo, et servires 
ei, et non lapidibus vanis. Iratus Romulus 
praecepit, ut manibus et pedibus ligaretur, et vivus 
in fovea mergeretur. Tunc beatus Ypolitus 
episcopus, elevans oculos ad caelum dixit: Domine 
Iesu, rex regum et Dominus dominantium, gratias 
ago tibi ego peccator, quia dignatus es me 
famulum tuum in loco mundo inter aquas 
coronare. Te deprecor Filium Dei summi, suscipe 
spiritum meum: et dum mersus fuisset in foveam 
ante muros Urbis, iuxta alveum Tyberis, audita est 
vox quasi infantium per unius horae spatium, 
dicentium, Deo gratias. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[19] Romulus dixit: Hoc insaniam magicae artis 
cognosco. Ecce nunc audistis consolationes 
daemonum. Tunc Christiani occulte noctu 
levaverunt corpus de puteo cum hymnis et Dei 
laudibus, cum omni diligentia sepelierunt in 
eodem loco, non longe ab ipso puteo, sed quasi 
pedes plus minus sexaginta, sub die decimo 
Kalendas Septembris. In quo loco multa mirabilia 
Dominus operatus est eius orationibus ad laudem 
et gloriam nominis sui. Tunc iratus Romulus 
coepit cum furore dicere: Hic Sabinianus, qui 
captus cupiditate magicae artis et libidine 
thesaurorum, in momento eum dissolvam a sua 
insania, si non se humiliaverit et sacrificaverit diis. 
His autem dictis iussit eum fustibus caedi, sub 
voce praeconia dicens: Redde thesauros 
principum, et humiliare diis, quibus gubernatur 
respublica. Ille autem cum gaudio dicebat: Gratias 
tibi ago, Domine Iesu Christe, qui dignatus es me 
cum servis tuis numerare. Et cum diu caederetur, 
firmus erat in fide, et alacri facie. 
 

On that same day the blessed Hypolytus (who is 
also called Nonnus), hearing this, offered himself 
before Romulus and spoke in a distinguished 
voice: “Wretched man, if you knew, you wouldn’t 
torture the necks of the holy men and you would 
humble yourself before God and the lord Jesus 
Christ and you would serve him and not these 
empty stones.” 
 
Romulus, angered, instructed him to be bound in 
his hands and feet and while still live, to be buried 
in a pit.  Then, blessed Hypolytus the bishop, 
raising his eyes to heaven, said, “Lord Jesus, king of 
kings and lord of all rulers, I, a sinner, thank you, 
since you have deemed it worthy to crown me as 
your servant in this worldly place surrounded by 
the waters.  I pray to you, son of the highest God, 
receive my spirit.”  And after he had been sunk 
into the pit in front of the walls of the city, next to 
the bank of the Tiber, his voice, like that of 
children praising God, was heard for the course of 
an hour. 
 
[19] Romulus said, “I recognize in this man the 
madness of magic.  See, now you have heard the 
consolations of the demons.”  Then the Christians, 
under the cover of night, with hymns and praises 
to God dug up his body from that pit and with 
every care they buried him in that same place, not 
far from the pit itself but approximately sixty feet 
(more or less) from there on the tenth day before 
the Kalends of September [23 August] in the place 
where the lord brought about many marvelous 
things through Hypolytus’ sermons, directed at 
the praise and glory of God’s name.  Then 
Romulus, angered, began to speak with fury, “This 
Sabinianus, who was captured because of his 
enthusiasm for magic and because of his wanton 
desire of hidden wealth, in a moment I will release 
him from his madness, if he does not humble 
himself and sacrifice to the gods.”  And he ordered 
him to be lashed with cudgels, speaking to him 
with an authoritative voice, “Give back the 
treasure chest that belongs to the emperors and 
humble yourself before the gods, by whom the 
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[20] Tunc iussit eum in eculeo levari et torqueri. 
Ille autem gratias agebat Deo et Domino Iesu 
Christo. Romulus dixit: Iste insanus securus est de 
magicis consiliis, atque mox iussit, ut flammis 
ureretur, et cum applicatae fuissent flammae ad 
latera beati Sabiniani, coepit Romulus clamans 
dicere: Iam consule tibi, et redde thesauros. Ille 
autem gratias agebat Deo dicens: Domine Iesu 
Christe, suscipe spiritum meum. Et subito emisit 
spiritum; cuius iussit corpus in puteum iactari. 
Quem beatus Concordius presbyter noctu levavit 
de puteo et sociavit beatae Aureae martyri sub die 
quinto Kalendas Septembris, regnante Domino 
nostro Iesu Christo; cui est honor et gloria, 
potestas et imperium in saecula saeculorum. 
Amen. 

state is rightly governed.” 
 
However, that man replied with delight, “I thank 
God, lord Jesus Christ, you who have deemed it 
worthy to count me among your servants.”  And 
after he was beaten for a while, he grew strong in 
his faith and assumed a cheerful appearance. 
 
[20] Then Romulus ordered him to be raised up 
on the rack and to be tortured.  However, that man 
kept giving thanks to God and to the lord Jesus 
Christ.  Romulus said, “That silly crazy man is sure 
about his magical science.”  And he soon ordered 
him to be torched; and after the flames had been 
applied at the sides of the blessed Sabinianus, 
Romulus began to shout out, “Come to your 
senses already and give up the money.”  However, 
that man was still giving thanks to God, saying, 
“Lord Jesus Christ, receive my spirit.” 
 
And immediately he gave up his spirit; his body 
Romulus ordered to be tossed into a pit — which 
blessed Concordius the presbyter, at night, dug up 
and reunited with the body of the blessed martyr 
Aurea on the fifth day before the Kalends of 
September [28 August] — during the reign of lord 
Jesus Christ, who possesses honor and glory, 
power and empire throughout all the ages of the 
ages.  Amen. 
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Appendix B 
 

Gordian III and Sapor I 
The Third Century in Mesopotamia 

 

 

 An Architectural Adversary: Sapor I  

“When at first we [the Sassanids] had become established in the empire, Gordian 
Caesar raised in all of the Roman Empire a force from the Goth and German realms 
and marched on Babylonia against the Empire of Iran and against us.  On the 
border of Babylonia at Misikhe [modern Fallujah, Iraq], a great ‘frontal’ battle 
occurred.  Gordian Caesar was killed and the Roman force destroyed.”1 
 

— From a trilingual inscription in Persian, Parthian and Greek (ll.3-4). 
Erected by Sapor I at Naqsh-i Rustam, approximately 12 km northwest 
of Persepolis [Fars province, Iran]. 

 

 Just as the architects and planners of Gordian III may have been renewing Ostia’s city 

center by engaging with the city’s established monuments, the young Sassanid dynasty of 

Mesopotamia and its second king, Sapor I (ruled 241-72 C.E.) were experimenting with similar 

concepts of historical juxtaposition to achieve their own political legitimacy.   The following 

brief look at contemporary Sassanid Persia, where Gordian III lost his life, is intended as a short 

historical entr’acte to my discussion of the 3rd c. Ostian architecture.  

 In 242 when the young Roman regent departed for the Middle East, Gordian III put his 

trust in the military capabilities of his father-in-law, Timesitheus, who also served as the 

emperor’s praetorian prefect.2 One year later, after crossing the Euphrates, the Roman army 

won its first battle against the Sassanids.3 What happened next is a classic example of competing 

historical narratives.  According to the highly unreliable author of the Scriptores Historiae 

                                                
1 This and subsequent translations from Middle Persian are by Frye, who documents its publication (1983, 
296 note 35 and Appendix 4); for the Greek text, see Maricq 1958. 
2 SHA “The Three Gordians,” 26-30; see also Harl 2007, 219-22. 
3 Amm. Marc RG 23.5.17.  For a survey of the period and historical sources, see “La gueree persique de 
241/2-244 et la mort de Gordien III,” X. Loriot in ANRW 2.2.757-75; see also Millar 1993, 141-59; and 
“Shapur’s Wars,” Frye ibid., 296-303. 
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Augustae, the emperor died the following year at the hands of a military usurper, Philip of 

Arabia, who poisoned Gordian to seize control.4 According to a trilingual inscription erected in 

Persia, however, discovered during excavations by the Oriental Institute of Chicago in 1936, the 

Sassanid king himself, Sapor I, claimed to have defeated the emperor outside of Fallujah, Iraq 

(see Figure 6.1).  As of result of his victory, Sapor even renamed the site of the battle 

“Victorious Sapor.”5 Most contemporary scholarship now favors the Sassanid record of these 

events and proposes that the Roman people, shocked by the death of their young emperor in 

battle, began circulating rumors of Philip’s treacherous involvement.6  Perhaps it was easier to 

imagine an imperial plot than it was for Rome to accept a stunning defeat at the hands of the 

Persians.7 

 The placement of Sapor I’s trilingual victory inscription is a point worth considering.  

Carved on three sides of a 6th c. B.C.E. rectangular tower, known as the Ka’bah-i-Zardusht, the 

inscription names Sapor I “King of Kings of Iran and non-Iran, whose lineage is from the gods” 

(l. 1).  The first written evidence attesting to the nation of “Iran,” the inscription claims Sapor’s 

divine heritage, an effective tool of ideological self- presentation, especially for the son whose 

father, Ardashir, was the founder of the present dynasty.8 The choice of the inscription’s 

location, and the decision to present it in three languages, are equally significant statements 

intended to glorify, and legitimate, the young ruler.  The place, Naqsh-i Rustam, outside of the 

capital, Persepolis, was the burial place of the heroic Achaemenid ruler, Darius I.  A trilingual 

cuneiform inscription explicitly identifies the façade of his rock-cut tomb (Figure 6.2).9 

Although there is no definitive evidence, other neighboring tombs may have belonged to his 

family’s successors, Xerxes, Artaxerxes and Darius II.  The contemporary Achaemenid Ka’bah-i-

Zardusht, whose function still remains unclear, was located opposite this impressive, rock-cut 

funerary display (Figure 6.3).  A viewer reading or considering Sapor’s text, carved only on the 

                                                
4 SHA ibid., 31. 
5 Zosmius 3.17.3 and Amm. Marc. ibid., 24.2.9. 
6 On Philip’s reign, see Körner 2002. 
7 Kettenhofen 1983, 155; see also Loriot, ANRW ibid., 2.2.770-74. 
8 “Ardashir and the Beginnings,” Frye ibid., 291-196. 
9 See Schmidt 1970, 3.17-49. 



  
255 

south (Greek), west (Parthian) and east (Middle Persian) sides, would, therefore, always see its 

message in relation to the tombs behind it (Figure 6.4).  By choosing to commemorate his own 

victory within the shadows of Persia’s famous military commanders, Sapor I claimed a status in 

life commensurate with that presently bestowed on Darius, long dead.  This political program 

reveals that during the 3rd c., the monuments at Naqsh-i Rustam, although nearly eight 

hundred years old at the time, were gaining relevance, not losing it. 

 At Ostia I have proposed a similar reading of the Forum.  The 3rd c. C.E. round 

building achieved its grander and its historical persona both through its own architectural 

symbolism and through its engagement with the city’s earlier monuments.  The presence of 

numerous imperial portraits lends credence to the idea that the building honored the imperial 

family, in particular, the dynastic legitimacy of the 3rd c. emperor Gordian III.  In addition, like 

Rome’s Pantheon, the building’s formal, spatial and symbolic language also suggests it may have 

functioned as an audience hall, either for the visiting emperor, or perhaps for the prefect of the 

grain, whose office rose in stature during Late Antiquity.10 Later, smaller displays of inscriptions 

in the 4th and 5th c. drew their political and ideological significance from the juxtaposition with 

this collection of older buildings.  The urge to furnish the city center with contemporary “signs,” 

thus, asserted the continued presence and renewal of Roman tradition through the Late Roman 

period.   As I have now suggested, this appropriation of the past was not unique to the 3rd c. 

Roman Empire.  Whether in Iran or Italy, these examples demonstrate that ancient 

monuments, far from fading from contemplation or vanishing entirely, remained necessary 

features of the Late Antique cityscape.

                                                
10 It is intriguing to consider whether the building was, in fact, Gordian III’s de facto funerary monument; 
but that topic demands more careful consideration.  According to Eutropius, the army erected a 
cenotaph on the banks of the Euphrates.  The emperor’s remains were brought back to Rome (“rediens 
haud longe a Romanis finibus interfectus est fraude Philippi, qui post eum imperavit. miles ei tumulum 
vicesimo miliario a Circesio, quod castrum nunc Romanorum est Euphratae inminens, aedificavit, 
exequias Romam revexit, ipsum Divum appellavit,” 9.2). 
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