Mystery gods at the Circus Maximus: the rites of Samothrace at Rome
Varro and Tertullian both describe altars to the Samothracian gods on the spina of the Circus Maximus at Rome (Thilo, Servii Grammatici II pt. II 344; de Spectaculis 8). So public a display suggests a meaningful presence for the Samothracian gods in the Roman imagination from the end of the Republic through the time of Trajan.  This corroborates the epigraphical evidence from the Samothracian site, which shows that Romans were the most important non-Greek participants in the mysteries of the Great Gods from 212 BCE through the end of the 4th century CE.  Initiation was de rigeur for Romans living or traveling in Macedonia or the Greek East; approximately one-third of the site’s initiate lists name Romans as either mystai or epoptai.  By the first century CE, the Roman presence was so substantial that an inscription forbidding entry of non-initiates into the site’s sanctum sanctorum was written in both Latin and Greek.   Roman patronage took material form in the restoration and improvement of the sanctuary’s structures; these projects show care to conserve the site’s character, including ritual attention to unworked stones, and a confinement of sacred buildings to the area defined by two streambeds which flowed from Mt. Phengari to the sea.   

Despite this high level of engagement with the cult, the altars on the spina are the only physical evidence for the Samothracian cult at Rome. Roman initiates in this regard behaved substantially differently from their Greek counterparts, who established monuments, shrines and inscriptions to the gods in their home cities, and participated in local associations of Samothracian mystai.   Nor did the Samothracian cult arouse the anxieties associated with other Eastern mysteries: its initiates were characteristically of the educated upper classes, and posed no threat to the social order.  

Romans did, however, employ specific means for claiming the cult as their own.  These are more visible in the intellectual landscape of Roman letters than the topography or iconography of the city itself.  Strabo noted that the gods of the rites were notoriously difficult to identify:  Cassius Hemina was the first to identify them with the Penates, placing them in Aeneas’ arms as he fled from Troy.  The story was a hit, informing learned speculations by Varro, Pomponius Atticus, Dionysius of Halicarnassos, Plutarch and Virgil’s scholiasts.   The Salii became Samothracian: Plutarch writes that a Samothracian man named Salius taught them to dance, Servius that Dardanus created the priesthood to honor the Samothracian gods.  And in the 4th century CE, Macrobius claims that L. Tarquinius Priscus was initiated into the mysteries.  All of these narratives write Samothrace into Roman prehistory.  This is a familiar strategy for authenticity in Roman ritual practice; Samothrace’s proximity to Troy, and mythical links with its royal house, made the rites a natural subset of Rome’s investment in a Trojan past, as modern scholars have noted.   Much less investigated are the Neopythagorean perspectives on the mysteries which begin in the late Republic with Varro, Cicero, Nigidius, and Lucretius. Varro claims the Samothracian gods were earth and sky; Cicero, that the rites have more to do with natural science than with theology; Nigidius emphasizes the Samothracian gods’ identification with the Idaian Daktyloi, goetes whose semantic range resonates with the magnetized iron rings which Lucretius described as tokens of the cult.  In the second century, Athenaeus describes the Samothracian mystagogues as physiologounta.   This Neopythagorean perspective on Samothrace is consistent with evidence for Roman approaches to other mysteries, as the frescoes at the basilica at Porta Maggiore in Rome suggest; it was also potentially ambiguous, associated with illegal magic and political malfeasance.  Philostratus’ account of Apollonius of Tyana, threatened with death by both Nero and Domitian, reflects its complex social and semantic associations.  This paper explores Neopythagoreanism as an approach to the Samothracian cult which was as distinctly Roman as Aeneas’ Penates – while managing the potentially ambiguous, even anti-social, associations of a complex philosophical revival.  

