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A new “topography of devotion”
Aurelian and Solar worship in Rome¹

Abstract: The late third-century emperor Aurelian’s fashioning of Sol Invictus
worship was both innovative and influential for the religion and “topography
of devotion” of the city of Rome. As I demonstrate in this paper, Aurelian’s place-
ment of a monumental templum of Sol Invictus in the Campus Agrippae Region
of the city linked Aurelian’s cult and his victory over the Eastern queen Zenobia
of Palmyra with the monuments and victories of Augustus over Cleopatra, still
physically visible in the nearby Campus Martius across the nearby Via Lata.
This new topography of Solar devotion also spoke to the military ties of its wor-
shipers, for it was lodged near to the preexisting camps of the urban cohorts
whose newly built – or rebuilt – barracks were located closeby within the recent-
ly constructed Aurelianic walls. Aurelian also ushered in new rites and expanded
the body of Solar worshippers to incorporate senatorial elites through the estab-
lishment of a new priestly college to Sol in Rome. By including multiple levels of
society into his reformed Sol Invictus cult and by connecting his patronage to
topographical traditions in the city of Rome, Aurelian demonstrated how a uni-
versalizing religious impulse supported by a new emperor could unite a city and
its society. He also changed the religious identity of the city which, by the mid-
fourth century, was known for its devotion not just to Jupiter, but to Sol. Later
emperors would strive to build support for their rule by following Aurelian
and appealing to a universalizing cult that built upon pre-existing topographical
associations in the city of Rome.

1 Introduction
“Colunt [Romae] autem et deos ex parte Iovem et Solem.”

“And indeed they [at Rome] honor the gods, and especially Jupiter and Sol.”²

After seizing power in a military coup in 270, Aurelian faced a series of military
and political crises. He confronted an invasion of Germanic invaders, the Iuthun-

 Moralee 2018, 42 uses the term “topography of devotion.” I have adopted it here.
 Expositio Totius Mundi et Gentium, ed. Valentini and Zucchetti, I, 265.
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gi, in Italy, who ravished Umbria.³ Aurelian’s army finally won a decisive victory
in the Danube region, but the threat of invasion had created fear and riots in
Rome. One unique, and not altogether reliable source, the Augustan History,
claimed that the Senate responded to the crisis by consulting the Sibylline
books and ordered the performance of religious ceremonies of purification, the
Roman ambarvalia and amburbium.⁴ We cannot verify this act, but it speaks
to the need for a religious response to a military threat to restore order. It is
the pattern that Aurelian followed as well when restoring order to Rome. Indeed,
after his defeat of the Iuthungi, the victorious Aurelian faced an open rebellion
when he entered the city to claim his office in 271. The mint workers, under the
direction of their chief, one Felicissimus, and with the support of a number of
senators, had taken up arms, angered in part at Aurelian’s economic reforms
and his elevation by the soldiers.⁵ A pitched battle ensued in which, according
to our sources, some 7000 of the rioters died in fighting against the soldiers
on the Caelian Hill in Rome.⁶ It was perhaps in this battle that Aurelian made
what would be a signature claim for the legitimation of his regime, that “God
had given him the purple.”⁷ Aurelian’s assertion of being divinely chosen to
rule – a princeps a diis electus’- was critical for his position.⁸ He reinforced his

 Zos. Hist. nova 1.49.1 identified the Germans Aurelian confronted in Italy as Alamanni, but
they were accompanied by their neighbors, identified as Iuthungi by Dexippus frg. 6 [Jacoby].
Aurelian’s defeat in 270 is noted by the Hist. Aug. Aur. 18.3; 21.1–3; Aur. Vict. Epit. 35.2;
Zos. 1.37.1–2. He won victories in Umbria and then near Pavia, Aur.Vict. 35.2. After these success-
es in Italy, Aurelian pursued the barbarians to the Danube area and successfully defeated them
there. For the reconstruction of these events, see Zos. Hist. nova. 1.49.1 and Paschoud, 1971, vol. 1,
p. 163.
 For riots in Rome in response to the threat of invasion, see Zos. 1.49.1–2; HA Aurel. 18.4-.6;
20.3; 21.5. The Augustan History is notoriously unreliable, and this is the sole text to reference
this consultation of the Sibylline Books at this juncture. For bibliography on the Augustan His-
tory, see note 16 below.
 HA Aurel. 38.2: ‘fuit sub Aureliano etiam monetariorum bellum Felicissimo rationali auctore…’
See too Bond 2016, 133– 135; Watson 1999, 52–53; and note 6 below.
 Aurelius Victor, De Caes. 35,6 cites 7,000 soldiers killed, as does HA Aurel. 38.2. Malalas,
Chron. 12, incorrectly identifies this revolt as taking place in Antioch. See Dey 2011, 112 n. 7.
 FHG 4.197, at 10.6 in Latin reads: “Aurelianus seditione militari aliquando appetitus dixit falli
milites, qui regum fata in sua se potestate habere putarent. Quippe deum, qui dator sit purpurae
(quam utique dextera praetendebat), etiam annos regni definire.” The anonymous continuator
of Dio goes from Valerian and Gallienus through the death of Constantine. This text was a source
for Zonaras; see the discussion by Banchich and Lane 2009, 122– 124.
 Garnsey and Humfress 2001, 26–27, state that Aurelian was the first third century emperor to
make this claim. This statement is hard to verify given the lacunae in our information about third
century emperors. And Fears 1977 argues that this was a third century phenomenon more broad-
ly seen.
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legitimacy by reiterating this claim throughout his reign, as coinage and inscrip-
tions attest.⁹

The primary divinity whose support Aurelian claimed – Sol – was a powerful
one especially among the military.¹⁰ Indeed, for that reason a number of Aureli-
an’s third century imperial predecessors had fostered their connections to Solar
cults.¹¹ But Aurelian’s claim to Sol as his patron deity and his fashioning of Sol
Invictus worship was different than his predecessors. As I will demonstrate, the
Solar cult that he imported into Rome, although building on pre-existing pat-
terns of worship in the army and in the city, transformed not just the cult, but
also the “topography of devotion” in the late antique city. His religious gratitude
for his victories over the rebel Zenobia queen of Palmyra, and over Tetricus, a
rival contendor for the throne active in Gaul (270–274), was manifested by con-
structing a new and magnificent temple and precinct to Sol in the Campus Ag-
rippae. This area, to the north of the Via Flamnia, was laid out as a park for strol-
ling by Agrippa in the age of Augustus (see the map).¹² But with the building of
Aurelian’s wall, this area saw a massive reordering of its priorities. Aurelian
transformed this region of the city to focus attention on imperial piety and to
demonstrate the abundance of this emperor’s patronage as part of his claim to
power.

Aurelian’s version of Solar worship, as it developed in Rome, was uniquely
able to unite multiple social classes in the third century city. Sol was worshipped
there by soldiers and the military, both in the city and across the empire. But
Aurelian expanded the cult to include senatorial elites as well as the populace
at large. His success ensured the popularity of the cult of Sol Invictus well
past Aurelian’s brief five-year reign, as the mid-fourth century epigraph to this
paper attests. Indeed, Aurelian’s focus on Sol and his development of a new
“topography of devotion” for Solar worship was paradigmatic for future emperor,
including Maxentius and, most notably, Constantine who, like Aurelian, entered
Rome after a bloody civil war and proceeded to develop a new, albeit Christian,
“topography of devotion” in Rome. Like Aurelian, Constantine’s personal inter-
action with and gratitude for the divine force who granted him victory was trans-
lated into developing new monuments that transformed the city of Rome. Just as
the Temple of Sol was also a victory monument for Aurelian, so the first basilica
Constantine constructed in Rome to the Saviour, the modern St. John the Later-

 Aurelian continued to make this claim central to his authority, as for the numismatic and epi-
graphic evidence indicates: see note 10 below and Wienand 2015, 63–99..
 See Rowan 2012; Berrens 2004, especially 57–88.
 See Rowan 2012.
 For the park, see A. Gellius 14.5.1.
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an, lie on top of the destroyed camp of the equites singulares, the soldiers who
had supported his opponent Maxentius.¹³

To appreciate Aurelian’s impact on the “topography of devotion” in Rome,
I begin, in Section One of this paper, with a brief discussion of the circumstances
that moved Aurelian to initiate his version of solar cult in Rome. According to our
sources, he had a personal contact with the deity in Palmyra. In commemoration
of that contact which confirmed his victory over Zenobia in 272 and that over Te-
tricus in 274, he celebrated games at the templum to Sol Invictus in Rome in the
Campus Agrippae, marking its dedication in 274 on December 25 with annual
games .¹⁴ In Section Two, I argue that the pre-existing topographical associations
of Solar cult in Rome were key to Aurelian’s placement of the templum of Sol In-
victus in the Campus Agrippae Region of the city. Thus, the location of this tem-
ple served a double purpose. First, it linked Aurelian’s devotion and his victory
over the Eastern queen Zenobia of Palmyra with the monuments and victories of
Augustus over Cleopatra, still physically visible in the nearby Campus Martius

Fig. 1: Rome at the time of the Emperor Aurelian (275 CE). Map by Ian Mladjov.

 The narrative of this is well known. For discussion of the sources and the implication of the
topography, see Curran 2000, 93–96.
 Salzman 2017, 37–49.
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across the Via Lata (see map).¹⁵ Second, the location of Aurelian’s templum Sol
Invictus spoke to the military ties of this cult since it was lodged near the preex-
isting camps of the urban cohorts, whose newly built – or rebuilt- barracks were
located nearby within the recently constructed Aurelianic walls. Thus the loca-
tion of Aurelian’s solar complex has contemporary associations with the military
as shown by the presence of the urban cohorts, a point that has not been appre-
ciated by scholars working on Roman topography. Yet this is a second key topo-
graphical factor in Aurelian’s decision to locate a new Temple to Sol Invictus in
the Campus Agrippae.

Finally, as I show in Section three of this paper, the attachment of the mili-
tary in Rome to Sol Invictus pre-existed the construction of Aurelian’s Solar tem-
ple complex, as is supported by the epigraphic evidence from Rome. In fact,
prior to Aurelian, solar worship appealed almost exclusively to a non-elite
urban population – soldiers, merchants, tradespeople, and workers. Hence,
Aurelian’s association of his rule with this powerful deity would have appealed
to non-elites who, as noted earlier, had rioted against his rule. But Aurelian’s in-
novations of this cult extended even to the elites, for he aimed to incorporate
senatorial elites through the establishment of a new priestly college. The devel-
opment of a college for the priests of Sol, the pontifices Solis, drawn from sena-
torial aristocrats, was a meaningful attempt to win over supporters. By including
multiple levels of Roman society into his reformed Sol Invictus cult – senators
along with the military and non-elites – Aurelian found an effective and durable
means to restore control over the city after a bloody civil war and to build loyalty
to his regime. This was a universalizing impulse that could work across the em-
pire as well as in Rome.

The success of Aurelian’s achievement in developing a version of Solar reli-
gion that united all groups in the city can to some extent by measured by the
important status that this cult enjoyed for over a century. By the mid-fourth cen-
tury, Rome was known for its devotion not just to Jupiter, but to Sol. The mon-
umental Temple to Sol Invictus transformed not just “the topography of devo-
tion” in the Campus Agrippae, but in Rome.

 For the importance of Augustan solar cult in this area in the third century, see Frischer et al.
2017 18– 122, and especially 72–75.
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2 Aurelian and Solar worship in Rome:
a personal connection

The late fourth-century Life of Aurelian from the Historia Augusta relates that
after Aurelian’s victory over Queen Zenobia of Palmyra, the emperor went as if
to fulfill his vows in the temple of Sol Elagabalus at Emesa.¹⁶

4. And so, having reduced the East to its former state, Aurelian entered Emesa as a conquer-
or, and at once made his way to the Temple of Elagabalus, to pay his vows as if by a duty
common to all. 5. But there he beheld that divine form (formam numinis) which he had seen
supporting his cause in the battle. 6. Wherefore he not only established a temple/temples
there, dedicating gifts of great value, but he also built a temple to the Sun at Rome, which
he consecrated with still greater pomp, as we shall relate in the proper place.¹⁷

The author of this Life sought to explain Aurelian’s personal connection to Sol as
the direct result of a personal encounter, a narrative reminiscent of other impe-
rial first-person meetings with deities, such as Constantine’s encounter with his
god Apollo (tuus Apollo) in a pagan shrine in Gaul or his later vision of the Chi
Rho before his battle .¹⁸

The promise of a temple as an ex voto follows after Aurelian’s victory over
Zenobia, but it is worth remarking that the narrative in which Aurelian promised
to rebuild the temple to Sol in Palmyra that his troops had destroyed in putting
down Zenobia’s rebellion is found in a fictitious letter of Aurelian included in the
Historia Augusta, itself a very untrustworthy source.¹⁹ The Historia’s author
claims, in what looks like a reversal of religious ritual, that Aurelian promised
to send a priest (pontifex) from Rome to dedicate the restored temple to Sol in
Palmyra. This may be a reference to the development of a priestly college in

 For a complete dismissal of the reliability of the HA and a proposed dating before 385, see
Cameron 2011, 743–82. This earlier dating is rightly rejected by Rohrbacher 2016, 146– 169, who
proposes a late fourth century date, (ca. 390). Rohrbacher’s arguments are persuasive about Ca-
meron’s dating being too early, but Rohrbacher’s dismissal of any religious information in the
HA is not convincing. It is in part to counter that view that I am writing this article.
 HA Aurel. 25.4–6: “Recepto igitur orientis statu Emesam victor Aurelianus ingressus est ac
statim ad templum Heliogabali tetendit, quasi communi officio vota soluturus. 5 Verum illic
eam formam numinis repperit, quam in bello sibi faventem vidit. 6 Quare et illic templa fundavit
donariis ingentibus positis et Romae Soli templum posuit maiore honorificentia consecratum, ut
suo dicemus loco.”
 For Constantine’s 310 vision of Apollo in Gaul, see Pan. Lat. 6.21.4. For Constantine’s vision
of the Chi-Rho in his dream recounted by Eusebius, see VC 1. 28–43.
 HA Aurel. 31.
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Rome by Aurelian, or it may be fanciful. Nonetheless, the association of the cult
in Rome with the Palmyrene cult of Sol recurs in a number of authors. According
to Zosimus and Eutropius, the temple Aurelian built for Sol in Rome was filled
with the treasures of Palmyra, and included the Palmyrene deities Helios and
Belos; it even allegedly included a portrait of Aurelian, either in fresco or painted
on a wood board.²⁰

Aurelian’s appropriation of Sol as a divine patron and guarantor of his vic-
tory after defeating Queen Zenobia in the east and Tetricus in Gaul was not a
novel claim in the third century. The Severans had issued coins representing
Sol as the guarantor of their military victory and of the security of the Empire.²¹

Gallienus, Aurelian’s predecessor, had also issued coins which depicted that em-
peror’s investiture by Sol in a similar attempt to associate himself with military
victory.²² Certainly, Aurelian’s focus on Sol served to reinforce these military as-
sociations to his eastern victory. But his claim to having been “born to rule” was
articulated in new ways through his association with Sol. Indeed, given the dif-
ficulties that he faced in Rome upon his accession, his reliance on the idea of
divine selection to justify his position was useful for supporting Aurelian’s au-
thority. These factors were at play in Aurelian’s reformulation of Solar cult and
his building of a monumental sacred precinct to Sol Invictus in Rome as a
way of manifesting the power of his supporting deity.

3 A new “topography of devotion”

3.1 Earlier temples to Sol in Rome

Aurelian’s temple to Sol Invictus was not built on any pre-existing Solar temple,
although there were several smaller shrines or temples to versions of Sol in the
city prior to his rule. A republican aedes to Sol or Sol et Luna is attested in the
time of Tacitus, perhaps built into the cavea of the Circus Maximus (Tacitus,
Ann. 15.74.1).²³ A small aedicula to Sol Invictus from the area of the Theater of

 Zosimus 1.61.2; Eutropius 9.15; Hist. Aug. Aur. 28.4; 10.2. For the frequent paintings on wood
boards in temples, see Liverani 2018, pp. 295–328.
 See Berrens 2004, 80 (for Gallienus’s actions) and 57–88 (for earlier third century evidence).
 Brunt 1979, 173– 174.
 See Sol in the Circus Maximus, LTUR IV, 333–334, P. Cianco Rossetti. Another temple of Sol
on the Quirinal has been disputed. Hijmans argues for its survival into the first century when it is
described by Quintilian as very old (Inst. 1.7.12; Hijmans 2010, pp. 386–387), but this has been
dismissed by most modern scholars. If it existed, it is not attested past the first century CE.
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Marcellus is one of the earliest places of worship in Rome specifically dedicated
to Sol Invictus; dated to 158 CE, its small size (40 cm high) indicates that it was a
private shrine.²⁴ In the third century, the emperor Elagabalus is alleged to have
built or rebuilt a temple to Sol Elagabalus on the Palatine Hill, but the structure
did not outlast his reign, even if the cult of Sol Elagabalus continued in Rome
unofficially.²⁵

One additional site for solar worship in Rome is of particular note for under-
standing Aurelian’s cult. In modern Trastevere, in the area of Piazza Ippolito
Nievo, a portico, dated on epigraphic grounds to before 102 A.D. (CIL 6.31034)
and described as the prima porticus Solis, (see map for location) was restored
with the permission of the kalatores, assistants of Rome’s most important
state priests. Several scholars have argued that this Trastevere shrine to Sol
should be associated with the patron divinity of the city of Palmyra, established
by the Palmyrene community in Rome prior to Aurelian.²⁶ They have concluded
this based on a number of bi- or tri- lingual inscriptions to the Palmyrene deities
Bel, Aglibol, Iarhibol, Malakbek and Res Patroios found in nineteenth century
excavations in a vineyard. then called the Vigna Bonelli, that was in the area
of modern Piazza Ippolito Nievo. Other inscriptions to Sol Invictus from other
areas of the city or other parts of Trastevere cannot, as Hijmans has rightfully
concluded, be securely provenanced to this one site.²⁷ Nonetheless, the group
of inscriptions from this area from the nineteenths century vineyards of Vigna
Bonelli, modern Piazza Ippolito Nievo (see map), attest to the presence of Sol In-
victus worship among Palmyrenes in Trastevere in the first and second centuries.
This is relevant. Although there were already in the city worshippers of Sol In-
victus from Palmyra who would have been familiar with this cult, they were as-
sociated with the Trastevere area in Rome. Yet Aurelian chose to locate his newly
formulated Temple Complex to Sol Invictus in another part of the city, the Cam-
pus Agrippae, an area with quite different memories and topographical associa-
tions.

 See Sol Invictus, aedicula, LTUR IV, 334, P. Liverani. The aedicula was given in gratitude: In-
victo/Soli/Felicissimus et/Philocurius aed(iculam)/d(onum) d(ederunt).
 Prado 2010, 124 n. 330. For more on the temple of Elagabalus in the area now known as the
Vigna Barberini, see Villedieu 1995, 33–39.
 This view is based on Chausson 1995, 661–765.
 Hijmans 2010, 396–402.
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3.2 The Location of Aurelian’s Temple to Sol Invictus

Textual evidence places Aurelian’s temple to Sol Invictus in Region Seven of the
city, the Campus Agrippae; it is so recorded by the fourth-century Regionary
Catalogue, after which comes the Castra (Urbana); both are said to have been
dedicated (dedicavit) by Aurelian in the Campus Agrippae.²⁸ (See map). Textual
evidence also indicates that in the porticoes of the Temple of Sol Invictus
wine was stored for distribution at a reduced price, an innovation ushered in
by Aurelian.²⁹

As to the temple itself, the evidence for its physical layout is disputed. Six-
teenth- century drawings by Palladius and others of this temple are identified as
with the site of modern S. Silvester in Capite, and these drawings have led most
scholars to posit that the temple had an east-west orientation.³⁰ This would suit
the alignment recommended by Vitruvius for temples in general, and it would
seem particularly apt that a temple to Sol should have an east-west orientation.³¹

This positioning would fit, too, Carandini’s proposed reconstruction of this area
as his research similarly aligns the two porticos in an east-west direction parallel
along the modern Via Lata.³² The sixteenth-century drawings also show in this
area two rectangular enclosure walls, one of which encircles a circular building
with stairs in the front.³³

But since no one has identified the remains of its cella or foundations, some
scholars have posited that these were only porticoes in an enclosed sacred space
without a temple proper.³⁴ A coin by Aurelian’s successor, Probus (276–283), to
Sol Invictus that sketches out a round temple with an open door has been ad-

 Chron. 354, 148 M: templum Solis et castra in campo Agrippae dedicavit [Aurelian].
 Hist. Aug. Aur. 48.4.
 LTUR, s.v. Sol, Templum, 331–332. See too Liverani 2006–2007, 302–305; Hijmans 2012, 385–
390.
 Vitruvius 10.4.5.1.
 Carandini 2012, I, 487, n. 146.
 Carandini 2012, I, 487, n. 143. Palladius’s plan of the complex also notes the dimensions of
the structure,which would make it a very large temple. However, the dimensions and reconstruc-
tion in Palladius’s plan reflects his interpretation of the remains, which differs from other Ren-
aissance drawings of the site an dhence cannot be used to reconstruct the temple with confi-
dence; see Lanzarini 2012, 101– 111. For the drawing and a more literal approach, see table
205–206 in Carandini, Atlas, II.
 Hijmans 2010, 388 suggests that there was no actual temple building within the enclosed
space of the porticoes, but this does not square well with the testimony of Zosimus.
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duced to support the idea that the temple was a circular building.³⁵ Aurelius Vic-
tor stated that Aurelian built a fanum – sacred precinct – without mentioning an
aedes or temple building, but we should not take this statement as definitive; a
study of his word usage does not indicate a sharp distinction between templum
and fanum.³⁶ Moreover, the Regionary Catalogue, the author of the Historia Au-
gusta, and Jerome assert that what was built in this precinct was a temple, or
templum. Given the widespread use of templum for a building, and the coin’s rep-
resentation of a temple, it seems most likely that a real temple was built here as
part of a monumental precinct which was described as “magnificum” by Aurelius
Victor who had been in Rome and presumably seen it. That the temple was in an
open area precinct with porticoes would fit, since earlier temples of Sol were
open to the sky.

This monumental building went up quite quickly. Aurelian may well have
built his temple within a pre-existing portico that had existed into the Flavian
period; if so, he would have had to have it reworked quite considerably.³⁷ The
porticoes for the temple were also functional. As I noted earlier, wine was stored
for distribution in the porticoes of the temple of Sol from the time of Aurelian
and continuing through the fourth and fifth centuries.³⁸ An inscription
(CIL 6.1785 + 31931) records the transport of barrels from the area of the Ciconiae
to the Temple; this inscription was discovered near the Church of S. Silvester in
Capite and provides some additional evidence for the location of the temple with
its porticoes used for wine distribution.

Other finds from the site shed some additional light on the nature of the tem-
ple; reliefs of Victories and conquered barbarians speak to its being a victory

 Carandini 2012, I, 487, n. 142 accepts this as evidence, but this is opposed by J. Calzini Gysens
and R. Coarelli, LTUR IV s.v. Solum Templum, pp. 332–333. For the coins, see RIC V.2, 55N. 354, 62
s. NN 414–417, 74 Nn 536–538.
 Aurelius Victor 35.7: His tot tantisque prospere gestis fanum Romae Soli magnificum consti-
tuit donariis ornans opulentis. For his usage of fanum and templum interchangeably, see Aur.
Vict. De Caesaribus for the use of templum/a: 1.5-.6; 16.12-.15; 42.5-.9 and for the use of fanum/
a in this work, see 35.6-.8; 40.24-.28. For the De viris Illustribus and the use of for templum/tem-
pla, see 19.4-.5; 22.3; 46.2-.3; 65.5; 70.3-.4. For the De. Vir. Ill. And the use of fanum, see this work,
22.3. For the Origo gentis Romanae and Victor’s use of templum, see 14.4-.5; and for fanum in this
work, see 5.3.
 The shrine was last attested in Flavian times; see Carandini 2012, I, 487 for the suggestion
that the portico in connection with the ara Providentia of Tiberius was reused; this is not com-
monly accepted, nor is his proposal that some inscriptions to Mithra found in the portico are
from a cult site here (Carandini 2012, I, 487, n. 148).
 Hist. Aug. Aurelian 25: templum Solis fundavit; 48.4: in porticibus templi Solis fiscalia vina
ponuntur. For discussion, see LTUR s.v. Sol, Templum, 331–32 and Liverani, 2006–7, 302–305.
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monument.³⁹ It was, by ancient accounts, an impressive temple, and one possi-
ble indication of its luxuriousness are eight porphyry columns that were said by
an eighth- century source to have been given ca/ 536 by a Roman owner of the
property for the church of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople; we cannot be certain
if these came from this monument, and, even if they did, they could have come
from the temple porticoes in the precinct.⁴⁰ However, if these columns are any
indicators of the original construction, temple and complex were built with
very expensive materials with impressive dimensions.

3.3 Topographical Associations of the Templum Solis

The Campus Agrippae area had strong associations to Augustus. After the death
of Agrippa in 12 BC, Augustus made this region public land.⁴¹ Augustus also
founded the urban cohorts, whose duties were to keep peace in the city. He
may have built camps for them in the modern area of Piazza di Spagna, and
there is good evidence that some were housed there even in the first century,
when troops are attested in the porticus Vipsania in 69 CE.⁴² And there is
good epigraphic evidence for their presence by the late second century, includ-
ing a dedication to the Genius of the Century, dated to 182 CE (CIL 6. 217).⁴³ Aure-
lian’s newly built – or rebuilt – Castra Urbana was constructed in part or entirely
on this same site.⁴⁴ The location was convenient for the military since it was near
a good supply of water (the Aqua Virgo and Aqua Marcia), and with open space
for exercise for the soldiers (see map). If it housed all four urban cohorts, it must
have been a camp of some size prior to Aurelian’s time.We do not know anything
of its actual form, but Aurelian’s construction within the recently built walls may
have recalled its earlier foundations in formal ways as well.

 Carandini 2012, I, 487, n. 144 for the fragments. Zosimus 1.61 for Belos and Helios.
 Codrinus reports that the property now belonged to a widow, Marcia, who gave them away;
see Codrinus, De antiquit. Const. 4 P 65 (p. 131–2 Bekker – Corpus Script. Hist. Byz.) and more
recently, Ps.-Codrinus, Narratio de structura templi S. Sophiae, Antiquitates Constantinopolitanae
4. 185 ed. Prenger 1901, I, 75–76. However, this is a text of the 8th century, so not entirely reliable.
On the other hand, we do have other instances of private donations of public monuments from
Rome from the fifth or sixth centuries; see Liverani 2015. Aurelius Victor 35.7.
 Cassius Dio 55.8.
 Tacitus Hist. 1.31; cf. 1.6.
 Carandini 2012, I, 482, n. 63
 Chronogr. A. 354 148 M: “templum Solis et castra in campo Agrippae dedicavit [Aurelian].” It
is also linked with the temple of Aurelian to Sol in the campus in the Regionary catalogues.
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Aurelian’s newly refurbished camp in this area would be needed given the
new duties for the urban cohorts. Aurelian’s wall was intended to secure the
city against attack but also to control movements of people, and this duty
would have fallen to the soldiers. They could also assist with tax collection as
people moved in and out of the city.⁴⁵ Importantly, the camps were near entry
gates to the city, the Porta Pinciana and Porta Flaminia (see map). And the castra
were also close to the Forum Suarium, an area for the distribution of pork that
was placed under the direction of a tribune of the urban cohorts; this office
was given a new and expanded role to play under Aurelian, who also now reg-
ularly distributed subsidized pork rations here (see map).⁴⁶ The importance of
these camps increased in the fourth century city, for Constantine disbanded
the military contingents in Rome, the equites singulares, and the praetorian
guard. After 312, this office continued its administrative role, under the direction
of the urban prefect, as is attested by Symmachus in the late fourth century.⁴⁷
Thus the building of camps in the Campus Agrippa, where military officials
were involved with the distribution of food and controlled the movements of
people, was a good way to use this area while the building of a Aurelian’s
new Temple of Sol would appeal to the military housed nearby.

The building of a monumental complex to Sol Invictus in an area redolent
with Aurelian’s contributions to the well-being of its people – subsidized wine in
the porticoes of the Temple of Sol Invictus and subsidized pork in the nearby
Forum Suarium – transformed the Campus Agrippae into a region of religious
as well as economic importance. The monumental temple of Sol Invictus pro-
claimed Aurelian’s victory and divine support, while the Castra Urbana helped
to secure his control of the city. This combination of military victory and Solar
cult that had transformed the character of the area of the Campus Agrippae re-
flected a similar conjunction of ideas in the nearby Campus Martius. Augustus
had brought an obelisk from Egypt and placed it there to be used as a meridian
in a sundial that both noted the times of the day and also commemorated his
victory over Cleopatra. Though the meridian was no longer functioning by the
time of Aurelian, the obelisk and the inscription would have remained for visi-
tors in late antiquity. The third century visitor to the Temple of Sol Invictus
could easily walk across the modern Via Flaminia to see the obelisk that Augus-

 For these functions, see Dey 2010, 110–123.
 Carandini 2012, I, 487, n. 153, 154. For the tribune of the urban cohorts involved in the meat
supply, see CIL 5.1156a=ILS 722. For Aurelian’s innovation in the meat supply, see Aur. Vict. 35;
and HA Aurel. 35.1.
 Symm. Ep. 9.57, dated before 402; Rel. 42.
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tus had given to commemorate his conquest as a “gift to Sol” (see map).⁴⁸ And
this was but one of many obelisks that had arrived in the city to advertise Augus-
tus’s victories.⁴⁹ Just as Augustus sought to associate his victory over the Eastern
queen Cleopatra with the divine power of Sol, so too Aurelian could associate his
victory over the defeated Eastern queen Zenobia with the divine power of the
eastern Sol in the field of Agrippa. Aurelian’s harkening back to Augustus was
also conveyed by coins, as we know.⁵⁰

4 Epigraphic evidence for Sol devotees
in Rome before Aurelian

The close ties between the new temple of Sol Invictus and the military in Rome is
supported by a number of inscriptions prior to Aurelian’s accession. So, for ex-
ample, Cornelius Maximus, centurion of the tenth cohort of the praetorians, ful-
filled his vows to Sol Invictus (CIL 7.728).⁵¹ The inscription, now lost, was found
near the Quirinal Hill, perhaps in association with an earlier altar or shrine in
this area, the Pulvinar of Sol which was last attested by Quintilian in his Insti-
tutes 1.7.12 (see map). Another dedication to Sol Invictus by a member of the equi-
tes singulares Augusti is of special interest because it links Sol Invictus with the
well-being of the emperor(s). The text, dated to the late second century, reads:
“Soli Invicto pro salute imp(eratorum) et genio n(umeri) eq(uitum) sin(gularium)
eorum.”⁵² Its second century dedicant, M(arcus) Ulpius Chresimus, also served
as a sacerdos of Iovis Dolichenus, and this is logical since this cult, like that of Sol
Invictus, was popular in the Roman army.⁵³

Palmyrenes with military connections are also attested as having worship-
ped Sol in Rome, as I noted earlier. A member of the third cohort dedicated a
votive altar to Sol Sanctissimus in the second half of the first century, and he

 CIL 6. 702= ILS 91: …/Aegyptio in potestatem/ populi Romani redacta/Soli donum dedit.
 For Augustus’s use of obelisks, see especially Frischer et al, 2017, 18– 122.
 See Watson 1999.
 CIL 6.728 = Chausson 1995, 684, inscr. VQuater: “Soli Invicto/ sacrum/ Cornelius Maximus/
(centurio) coh(ortis) X pr(aetoriae) ex voto.”. “Sacred to Sol Invictus. Cornelius Maximus/ (cen-
turion) of the tenth cohort of the praetorians”. For discussion and translation, see Hijmans 2010,
425: CIL VI.1728 =. = Vermaseren, CIMRM pp. 165– 166, number 379.
 CIL 6.31181 = Vernaseren CIMRM p. 164, number 374 = EAGLE: EDR033526. For the date, see
Speidel 1978, 17–18.
 Speidel 1978,1–18, 38–45.
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did so in Latin and Palmyrene.⁵⁴ The dedicators, Claudius Felix, Claudia Helpis
and their son, Tiberius Claudius Alypus, Calbienses (?), also honored Palmyrene
deities, namely Malakbel and the gods of Tadmore. These dedications by Palmyr-
enes with military associations living in Rome fit the widely documented pattern
of popularity of Sol, and especially of Sol Invictus in the military across the em-
pire.⁵⁵

In Rome, however, not only the soldiers, but also a wide range of tradespeo-
ple, merchants, and workers worshipped Sol prior to the reign of Aurelian. In his
2010 study of “Sol Temples and Priests of Sol in the City of Rome,” Hijmans pub-
lished inscriptions from collections pertaining to the Trastevere area, some 27 in
all (see map: number 9). These included a wine-merchant named Daphnicus; a
slave named Eumolpus, and the son-in-law of the slave, one Anicetus.⁵⁶ By and
large, the worshippers from the first though the third century in this area were
almost all non-elites. The very well attested early third-century devotee Balbillus,
whose devotion to Sol between 199 and 215 CE occurred before Elagabalus had
arrived in Rome in 219, was a client of an equestrian patron.⁵⁷ The only exception
to this status observation is the case of M. Aurelius Victor, a vir clarissimus who
was also the praefectus feriarum Latinarum; his title, sacerdos Solis, indicates
that he held this priesthood prior to Aurelian’s creation of the pontifices dei
Solis.⁵⁸

My search of the epigraphic databases of EDR for the late third century city
as a whole has brought to light no new datable instances to contradict Hijman’s
conclusion about the non-elite nature of Solar cult prior to Aurelian; hence the
evidence from Rome as well as from the Trastevere area reinforces the conclu-
sions reached by Hijmans’s study of this cult, namely that Sol Invictus attracted
primarily non-elites and military devotees in Rome.⁵⁹ Hence Aurelian’s establish-
ment of a new college of Pontifices Solis, the members of which came from the
most elite circles of Rome’s senatorial class, is noteworthy. One of the early
priests was Virius Lupus, a former consul of high senatorial status.⁶⁰ Another

 CIL 6.710 = Chausson 1995, 675 = EDR121389 = CIL 6, 30817 (4) = ILS 4337 (5) is a bilingual
inscription of Latin and Palmyrene which attests to devotion to ‘Sol Sanctissimus’. This “magnif-
icent votive altar” is dated most recently by S. Orlandi to the second half of the first century (51–
100 CE).
 See especially Berrens 2004, 104–202.
 Anicetus, CIL 6. 52; 6.2185=31034; 6.709. For Daphnicus, see CIL 5.712.
 CIL 6.708.; 6.1603; 6.2130; 6.2269; IGUR 124; CIL 5.1027; 6.2129; 6.2270;
 CIL 6.1358 = D 1205. Hijmans, 2010, also dates him prior to Aurelian.
 I consulted EDR with the databases that contribute to it.
 Virius Lupus, no. 3541, in Rüpke 2008, 958.
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priest, Iunius Gallienus, was also a man of senatorial status.⁶¹ We know of sev-
eral more of these men from inscriptions beginning in 274; their college was tied
to the Temple of Sol in the Campus Agrippae, and continued to attract elite sen-
ators in an uninterrupted fashion into the late fourth century in Rome.⁶²

This overview of the dated inscriptions for Sol Invictus worshippers in Rome
indicates that the cult prior to Aurelian attracted military and non-elites. His new
temple would provide a new focus for military devotions, since a number of
them were now housed in the Campus Agrippae. Aurelian’s development of a
priesthood with senatorial members added a novel dimension to his efforts to
bring Solar worship to the city. By including new religious roles for senators
and developing new games associated with the cult of Sol Invictus that would
be open to all in Rome, all levels of Roman society could engage in his reformu-
lated solar cult, The core of this cult remained military victory, but the manner of
worship initiated in the city of Rome engaged all levels of Roman society. By
uniting Romans for these events, Aurelian was also aiming to win over those dis-
engaged groups who had resisted his initial entry into the city upon his acces-
sion to power.

5 Conclusions

Any visitor to Rome or any resident in the city would be reminded of Aurelian’s
veneration of Sol. On designated days, a resident of Rome would buy discounted
wine in the portico of the Temple of Sol Invictus in the Campus Agrippae (see
map). At other times of the year, free pork would also be distributed by the
urban cohort in this same area of the city. One would remember Aurelian
when celebrating at the games and festivals to honor Sol Invictus that were in-
stituted recently by this same emperor; the Ludi Solis from 19–22 October were
the triumphal games that were originally held under Aurelian in 274 that culmi-
nated with thirty-six circus games, and the Natalis Invicti, 25 December, which
was celebrated with some thirty circus races to commemorate the dedication
of the temple to Sol Invictus in Rome by Aurelian.⁶³ If one were in Rome in
274, one could have have perhaps seen Aurelian himself at his games. If not,
one could look at Aurelian’s coins that depicted Sol on the obverse with the leg-
end Sol Dominus Imperii Romani, and on the reverse, Aurelian at an altar to this

 Iunius Gallienus, CIL 14.2082, from Lavinium (Latium), was a vir clarissimus and also pon-
tifex dei Solis invicti.
 Rüpke 2008, 65, 386.
 Salzman 1990, 149–53.

A new “topography of devotion” 163



god with the legend Aurelianus Aug(ustus) Cons.; whether we interpret this text
and image to signify Aurelian as consecrator or as consul, the visual language of
the coin emphasized the pious devotion of this emperor, if not the actual temple
dedication.

The new rituals and extant artifacts advertised Aurelian as a devotee of Sol,
as did the monumental temple in Rome which he had built in conjunction with
the restoration of the barracks of the Urban Cohorts in the Campus Agrippae (see
map). Given Aurelian’s devotion to Solar worship and his monumental building
in Rome, it is not surprising that later pagan writers elaborated on his commit-
ment to this cult and presented him as a paradigm for a traditional pagan em-
peror. The author of the Historia Augusta’s Life of Aurelian, as noted above,
spoke about this emperor’s personal religious experiences. Not only Aurelian’s
face to face encounter with the numinous Sol in Emesa that I discussed earlier,
but the addition of details to his biography like the assertion that his mother had
been a priestess of Sol and that she had dedicated his swaddling clothes in the
temple of the Sun-god fill are indicators of this emperor’s special relationship
with this deity from birth for the late fourth century reader of this Life.⁶⁴ Such
details are reminiscent of the kinds of portents used to mark out divinely chosen
rulers. So, for instance, when Augustus’s mother was bitten by a snake prior to
the birth of Augustus, a sign of his special status to come.⁶⁵ So, too, it was a di-
vine sign when Aurelian received a gift from the Persians which was fit for a
king, but it had an image of Sol as the god in the temple where his mother
had been priestess (SHA Aurel. 5). The veracity of these accounts is beside the
point for an ancient Roman. They did, however, contribute to an image of Aure-
lian that influenced later Romans. Given Aurelian’s well-established veneration
of Sol Invictus and his eastern victories, it made sense to Zosimus, writing in
the early sixth century, to assert that Aurelian had moved the statues of Helios
and Baal from Palmyra to his temple to Sol Invictus in Rome as an evocatio.⁶⁶

Because of Aurelian’s reputation for traditional religiosity and his patronage
of Solar cult, the rumours about an intended purge of Christians can be better
understood. At least four later Christian writers believed that Aurelian was
about to reinstate a policy of persecution of Christians; only his murder in late
275, according to these later writers, prevented enforcing his already drafted pol-
icy.⁶⁷ The silence about this alleged action in our pagan sources does not negate

 HA Aurel.4: “sacerdotem templi Solis sui in vico eo in quo habitabant parentes fuisse dicit.”
 Suet. Div. aug. 94.4.
 Zosimus 1.61.2.
 H.A. Aurel. 35.5–6 for his death. For the tradition of his intended persecution, see Eusebius
of Caesarea, HE 7.32.6; Lactantius, de Mort. Pers. 6; Zonaras, 12.27; Jerome, Chronicle, s.v. 275/6.
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the views of these Christian sources that Aurelian’s religiosity was a key compo-
nent of a planned effort to unite support for his rule by returning to the policies
of earlier emperors who had attempted to unify by forcing sacrifice.⁶⁸ An empire-
wide cult to Sol Invictus, which included Eastern and traditional Roman rites fo-
cused now on a newly built monumental cult site in Rome coupled with forced
sacrifice would be something that Christians would indeed fear. Aurelian’s em-
brace of traditional paganism made many believe that he was indeed, planning
such a step.

In light of the crises which Aurelian faced as he entered the city at the be-
ginning of this reign, notably the ‘mint workers war’ and the plots by senators,
Aurelian’s efforts at claiming divine patronage would have been extremely help-
ful to a new emperor seeking to strengthen his hold on the city and to legitimate
his rule. The formulation of Solar worship to include diverse urban groups – sen-
ators along with the military and non-elites – was an effective means to build
loyalty. Aurelian’s monumental Solar temple complex, an act of religious grati-
tude, made visible his relationship to his protecting divinity, under whose auspi-
ces Aurelian could provide not just peace, but the benefits of wine and pork to
the city’s inhabitants.

A number of Aurelian’s successors emulated his strategy of building ties to
the inhabitants of Rome through this combination of monumental acts of impe-
rial religious devotion and urban transformation. A prime successful example
was Constantine, who followed Aurelian insofar as he, too, developed new mon-
umental public works, including secular as well as religious constructions to
transform specific areas of the city as a means of making visible his devotion
and divine support. So, for example, he built a basilica to the Saviour, the mod-
ern St. John the Lateran, immediately after his victory in his war against Maxen-
tius on the grounds of the destroyed camp of the equites singulares, and contin-
ued to develop places of Christian worship in the nearby areas within the
Aurelian Wall, between the Caelian Hill and the Sessorian palace (see map).⁶⁹
And like Aurelian, Constantine chose to build in areas of the city that had
pre-existing associations to which he could tie his patronage; so Aurelian played
with Augustan solar imagery by locating his Temple to Sol in the Campus Agrip-
pae that spoke to the Solar monuments in the nearby Campus Martius, and Con-
stantine used the destruction of the military camps to claim a victory not just for
himself but for his Christian cult with the Basilica of St. Saviour. Augustus had

 For the classic article on the move to enforce universal sacrifice by Decius in the middle of
the third-century, see Rives 1999, 135–154.
 For a good discussion with bibliography, see Bardill 2012, 237–242; Curran 2000, 93–96.
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established the precedent for emperors to reshape the “topography of devotion”
in areas in Rome to advertise their military victories, a tradition which Aurelian
revived to the benefit of the material and religious lives of the inhabitants of the
city.
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