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Mighty Anahita with splendor will shine,

Incarnated as a youthful divine.

Full of charm her beauty she will display,

Her hip with charming belt she will array.

Straight-figured, she is as noble bride,

Freeborn, herself in puckered dress will hide.

Her cloak is all decorated with gold,

With precious dress Anahita we shall behold.

ORIGINAL POEM BASED ON KASHANI’S PERSIAN FOLK SONGS, FROM AN AVESTAN INVOCATION TO ANAHITA
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Like grapes, we have always accompanied the vat.

From the view of the world, we have disappeared.

For years, we boiled from the fire of love

Until we became that wine which intoxicated the world.

SUFI PIR AND POET DR. NURBAKHSH
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FOREWORD

As a child, my first introduction to Mithras was courtesy of the Romano-British novels of Rosemary Sutcliff, many of whose characters were Roman soldiers seconded to serve on Hadrian’s Wall. What seemed to give them the most strength and support was the spiritual brotherhood of their fellow initiates in the Mithraic mysteries. In those exciting novels, the severe commanders and young legionaries alike bore the initiatic mark of Mithras branded upon their brows. This was deeply impressive and left its own mysterious mark upon me. As a teenager, I longed to know more about Mithras and these rites, soon finding that sources were almost unobtainable but that I, as a woman, was probably not expected to find them anyway, for it seemed that Mithras was solely a god for men, just as the Roman Bona Dea was solely a goddess for women. It wasn’t until I was much older that I discovered and read what little there was and realized that Mithras had not left me alone after all. We have continued to encounter one another over the years, and so it was thus a great pleasure and not too much of a surprise to be asked to read a manuscript that gathered the Mithraic material into one book.

What makes The Mysteries of Mithras so exciting is that not only has Payam Nabarz presented a clear background to the myth and cult of Mithras, but he has taken this book beyond a theoretical study. While you will find the Zoroastrian hymns to Mithra and his mother, Anahita, you will also find seven initiatory meditations and rituals that open the door to the seven Mithraic grades of Corax, Nymphus, Miles, Leo, Perses, Heliodromus, and Pater. Those who pass through these initiatory portals will be able to forge their own friendship with Mithras, whether they be male or female.

The author reveals that Mithras and his mysteries have not gone away but are relevant to our own times. He locates Mithras authentically as a divine power whose pure love shatters to pieces the delusions of our age and yet still has the ability to bind us together in a much-needed code of honor, truth, and peace. The book’s power undoubtedly results from the fact that the author is himself Persian, giving the text a sense of continuity and purpose that doesn’t leave Mithras in an historical backwater but makes him available to us all.

The strong simplicity and enlightening power of Mithras permeate these pages, bringing liberation to the darkest caverns of the human spirit. May you “see the doors open and the world of the gods which is within the doors, so that from the pleasure and joy of the sight your spirit runs ahead and ascends.”

CAITLÍN MATTHEWS


Chapter 1
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AN INTRODUCTION TO THE MITHRAIC MYSTERIES

THE PERSIAN MITHRA

Mithra—the Lord of vast green pastures—we do praise,

To “First Celestial God” our voices raise.

Before the sun shines from hilltops, indeed,

The everlasting sun, Mithra will proceed.

It is the first being with ornaments of gold,

That from mountaintops the earth does behold.

And from there, the powerful Mithra will

Watch the abode of the Magi calm and still.

BASED ON KASHANI’S PERSIAN FOLK SONGS,

FROM AN AVESTAN INVOCATION TO MITHRA

Mithra is an ancient Indo-Iranian god who was worshipped in polytheistic Persia at least as early as the second millenium B.C.E., and who was almost certainly related to the Vedic Mitra worshipped in India. The myths of this ancient god contain elements that link him with the mythologies of all the Indo-European peoples. A hymn is dedicated to him in the Rig Veda (3.59); in Hinduism, he is also praised as the binomial Mitra-Varuna. Mitra and Varuna maintain order and justice, as they embody the power that formed the warrior caste in ancient India. Mitra is the lord of heavenly light and the protector of truth, invoked whenever a contract or oath is taken.

In Persia, Mithra was the protector god of many tribal societies for centuries, before Zarathushtra (commonly known in the West by his Greek name of Zoroaster) brought about the reformation of Persian polytheism. Zoroaster formed a new religion out of the old Persian form of worship. Over many more centuries, this religion, Zoroastrianism, slowly gained in popularity and finally became the state religion of the Persian Empire until the rise of Islam.

Zoroaster is thought to have lived in northeastern Iran sometime in the sixth or fifth century B.C.E., though some scholars believe it could have been as early as 1200 B.C.E. Zoroaster is said to have had a miraculous birth: his mother, Dughdova, was a virgin who conceived him after being visited by a shaft of light. Zoroaster’s teachings led to the world’s first monotheistic religion, in which Ahura Mazda, the “Wise Lord” of the sky, was the ultimate creator. In this reformation Mithra, like the rest of the gods and goddesses of the Persian pantheon, was stripped of his sovereignty and powers and his attributes were bestowed upon Ahura Mazda.

The Avesta is the Zoroastrian holy book. It is a collection of holy texts, which include the gathas, the songs and hymns of the prophet Zoroaster, and the yashts, the ancient liturgical poems and hymns that scholars believe predated Zoroaster and were modified to reflect the reformation. It also contains rituals, precepts for daily life, and rites of passage for birth, marriage, and death. Because of the Avesta, the Zoroastrians were the first of the “people of the book.” Avesta probably means “authoritative utterance.”1

Some of the yashts are hymns to ancient Persian deities, who in Zoroastrianism are demoted to the ranks of archangels or angels, with Ahura Mazda at the top of the hierarchy. In this new format, Ahura Mazda has seven immortal aspects—the Amshaspends or Amesha Spentas—each of whom rules over a particular realm. These are: Vohu Mano (good thought, realm of animals), Asha Vahishta (righteousness, realm of fire), Spenta Armaiti (devotion, realm of earth), Khshathra Vairya (dominion, realm of sun and heavens), Haurvatat (wholeness, realm of water), Ameretat (immortality, realm of plants), and Spenta Mainyu, who is identified with Ahura Mazda (realm of humanity).2 There are also seven Yazatas, the protective spirits: Anahita (water/fertility), Atar (fire), Homa (healing plant), Sraosha (obedience/hearer of prayers), Rashnu (judgment), Mithra (truth), Tishtrya (the Dog Star/source of rain).

The new religion was, as mentioned, monotheistic, with a strong dualism whereby Ahura Mazda’s Amesha Spentas and Yazatas, the forces of light, are faced with the forces of darkness of the Angra Mainyu, or Ahriman. Ahriman—whose symbol is the snake—is called the Great Lie (Farsi durug). He and his demons create drought, harsh weather, sickness, disease, poverty, and all forms of suffering. The Zoroastrian dualistic idea of Good versus Evil was inherited by Judaism and then Christianity; indeed, it is possible to trace the axis of evil-versus-good theology and mentality from Zoroaster to all the current monotheistic world religions.


[image: image]

Figure 1.1. Zoroastrian temple in Bombay, India. (Photograph by Payam Nabarz)



In this Zoroastrian eternal battle of light and darkness, Mithra is the great warrior who, according to his hymn (Yasht 10), carries the hundred-knotted mace or club with a hundred edges, “the strongest of all weapons, the most victorious of all weapons, from whom Angra Mainyu, who is all death, flees away with fear.” (Today, Zoroastrian priests still carry the mace of Mithra, which is given to them at their ordination as a symbol of fighting evil.) Even though the old gods were stripped of their power, Mithra had such wide popularity and importance that the Zoroastrians adapted the stories concerning him and gave him a prominent place in their religion. The Zoroastrian fire temple, where great ceremonies take place, is called Dare-e Mehr, which means “Court of Mithra.”

Interestingly, “Mithra, it has been suggested in sources from the Sassanian era, is the figure responsible for ‘mediating’ between Ahura Mazda and Angra Mainyu,”3 which gives Mithra a unique position within the Persian cosmology as one who stands between light and darkness—the gray middle way, or the liberated third path (see “Mithras as Liberator” in chapter 4). Mithra is seen as almost equal to Ahura Mazda in Yasht 10, when Ahura Mazda says to Zoroaster: “Verily, when I created Mithra, the lord of wide pastures, I created him as worthy of sacrifice, as worthy of prayer as myself, Ahura Mazda.” Perhaps this is why he can mediate—because he is as worthy as Ahura Mazda and is also feared by Angra Mainyu.

Due to her popularity, another deity who retained a good deal of her importance in the new religion was the water goddess Anahita, who is sometimes referred to as Mithra’s virgin mother or as his partner. We shall take a good look at Anahita in chapter 7.

The question of Mithra, Anahita, and other deities surviving into Zoroastrianism is well addressed by Professor Richard N. Frye:

One problem has been the difficulty of accommodating the “religion” of the Younger Avesta, which is more or less a continuation of the old Aryan beliefs, with the Gathas of Zoroaster. Why and how could the followers of the prophet accept the worship of Mithra, Anahita and other deities in their religion? This has perplexed many scholars but, in my opinion, the question has not been properly put. The question is not the integration of old Aryan beliefs into the religion of Zoroaster, but the reverse, the acceptance of the teachings of a little known priest in a small principality in eastern Iran by the majority who followed the priests of the old Aryan pantheon. The Magi accepted Zoroaster probably as they had absorbed other teachings, but Zoroaster became the founder and the prophet of the new syncretic religion which we call Zoroastrianism for all Iranians.4

The name Mithra (or Mehr, the modern form) has three meanings in Farsi: “love,” “sun,” and “friend.” Here in the name perhaps lies the key to the whole of the Mithraic mystery. The divinity is seen as Sun, or the light of Sun, the ultimate source of energy and life on our planet. Mithra is also the unconditional love that emanates regardless of our existence or thought. Most importantly, he is a friend, one who walks with us, side by side in fellowship. Mithra is the beloved, with whom the Magi seek union. He is seen as the protector of the Aryan nations, giving victory to “those who lie not unto Mithra.” He is the warrior deity carrying the “hundred knotted mace,” from whom all demons flee in fear. In a Zoroastrian hymn during a prayer to the sun, Mithra is mentioned again and referred to as a friend: “I will sacrifice unto that friendship, the best of all friendships, which reigns between the moon and the sun.” The plant called Mehr giah (Mithra’s plant) is mandrake, one of the best-known magical plants, which was said to be use for love spells. In small doses it’s a sedative and in higher doses, a poison.

Mithra is also seen in Chinese mythology, where again he is known as “the Friend.” Chinese statues represent him as a military general; he is considered a friend of humanity in this life and its protector against evil in the next.5 There is also possible influence of Mithra on early Buddhism, an area that is currently being researched by a number of both Western and Iranian scholars. “Maitreya” is the Buddha of the future, or the last Buddha, seen as an embodiment of love, and his name means “Benevolent” or “Friendly One.”

The line between myth, legend, and history becomes blurry as we look back through the ages to a time when a man named Mithra the Savior also enters the story. According to Professor Moghdam,

The savior was born in the middle of the night between Saturday and Sunday, 24th–25th December, 272 B.C.E., and according to those who believed in Him from an Immaculate (Anahid) Virgin (Xosidhag) somewhere not far from lake Hamin, Sistan, lived for 64 years among men, and ascended to his father Ahura Mazda in 208 B.C.E.6

Thus in addition to the Persian Mithra and Vedic Mitra—the Indo-European deity—we now have a Mithra the Savior who, in the growth of Roman Mithraism, is probably the one referred to as follows: “And you saved us after shedding the eternal blood.” We will examine the potential influence of Mithra the Savior on Christianity in chapter 4. However, to create a chronological context here, I’d like to refer again to Professor Moghdam who also mentions:

. . . from Armenia, the last stronghold of the religion of Mithra, we had the testimony of Elise Vardapet to the effect that the Lord Mehr was born of a human mother and he is King and Son of God. I believe all students of Iranian religions are familiar with the story of virgins bathing in Lake Hamun where the seed of Zoroaster is preserved for making the chosen virgin pregnant, who is to give birth to the expected savior, on the model of which the story of the virgin birth of Jesus from the seed of David was constructed. Although no seed of David is in substance present at the appearance of the angel in the Annunciation scene on 25 March, Koranic commentators repeat the story that the angel blew in the sleeves of Mary’s dress when she came out of the water.7

To create a time line that separates the worship of Mithra into phases is somewhat of an arbitrary division and an oversimplification; but it might begin to allow the Invincible Sun to show its light, illuminating the many aspects of Mithraism.

Phase I: Indo-European Mithra/Mitra, as early as 2000 B.C.E.

Phase II: Mithra the Savior, around 272 B.C.E.

Phase III: Roman Mithras, late 100 B.C.E. to 400 C.E.

Phase IV: Rise of Christianity and Islam as world religions in the Common Era, and the absorption of Mithraism into Christianity, Sufism, Yezidism, and other religions.

Phase V: Rise of Western Secret Societies in the Middle Ages.

Phase VI: Revival of Mithraic mysteries, 1900 onward.

Concerning Phase V, some scholars claim that Mithraism had an influence on the development of the Knights Templar, Freemasonry, and the Rosicrucians. However, despite a number of writers stating this, it remains controversial. In my research, the earliest date I found that mentions Mithras in relation to Freemasonry is in the 1870 “Charter of the Mithras Lodge” based in Washington, D.C. This lodge is also referred to in the United States Presidential Documents in the following context:

Garfield, James Abram. Address at the Mithras Lodge of Sorrow, Washington, November 10, 1881.8

James Abram Garfield was the twentieth president of the United States, and a Freemason. This lodge is still functioning in Washington, D.C., with numerous offshoot lodges, including the recently opened “Mehr Lodge” (1990).

The revival of the Mithraic mysteries (Phase VI) is of course the ongoing phase that we find ourselves in today. It seems to have begun with the publication of practical books from writers with a connection to the Theosophical Society or American Freemasonry, in 1907 and 1913 (see Bibliography for details).

Now let us move from the East to the West, starting with the Roman Empire and then considering the modern day Mithraic revival, Western style.

THE ROMAN MITHRAS

Fertile Earth Pales who procreates everything.

Rockbound spring that fed the twin brothers with nectar.

This young bull which he carried on his golden shoulders according to his ways.

And after which I have received it I have borne on my shoulders the greatest things of the gods.

Sweet are the livers of the birds, but care reigns.

That which is piously reborn and created by sweet things.

You must conduct the rite through clouded times together.

And here as the first Ram runs exactly on its course.

And you saved us after shedding the eternal blood.

Accept, O holy Father, accept the incense-burning Lions, through whom we offer the incense, through whom we ourselves are consumed.

Hail the lions for many and new years.

MITHRAIC INSCRIPTION AT SANTA PRISCA MITHRAEUM IN ROME,

BASED ON HANS DIETER BETZ’S TRANSLATION

IN PROFESSOR MARVIN MEYER’S THE ANCIENT MYSTERIES

Are the Persian Mithra, Indian Mitra, and Roman Mithras the same deity, or independent of one another? Or are they culturally modified versions of the same deity? The field is still split and uncertain on the exact origins of the Roman cult of Mithras. There is almost no written formal documentation of the Western style of Mithraic worship, and this makes any study of the connection between the Eastern (Persian Mithra) and Western (Roman Mithras) forms very difficult. The academic community has been debating for decades and is divided between the “out of Persia” camp, which claims a tradition straight from Persia to Rome, and the “independent Roman” camp, which claims the Roman Mithras began independently of the Persian Mithra and only later incorporated some Persian magical lore. There are also other camps in the middle of the two—all of which means that there is no unifying hypothesis about the origin of the Roman Mithras.

In this book, I avoid entanglement in this contentious issue. When speaking of Persian material and sources I will refer to “Mithra,” and when speaking of Roman sources I will refer to “Mithras,” the Roman form of the name. This will have the added advantage of helping the reader to distinguish the sources. However, in the revival sections and meditations the line blurs as we enter mystical hyper-reality.

As Mithraism was truly a mystery religion, the exact answers will probably continue to remain occult and hidden. I find myself in agreement with Professor Turcan as he puts it in The Cults of the Roman Empire:

The story of Mithras is remarkable and paradoxical. It is remarkable, because this god, who was alien to the pantheon of the Greeks and Romans, had not been so to their distant Indo-European ancestors. When they welcomed a god of foreign appearance, with Persian trousers and a Phrygian cap, the sons of the she-wolf were in fact linking up again, at least partly, with a very ancient religious genetic inheritance; but the cult of Mithras, as it was received by the Latin West, had also incorporated a share of Greek culture. Although the god kept his Asiatic costume, his myth and surroundings of symbolic images, he had taken his place in the syncretic pantheon of the Hellenized Near East. At the same time, the paradox lay in the destiny of this god who, honored in the first instance by Rome’s enemies, became (with others) an idol of Roman Legionaries. After inspiring and embodying resistance to the ruling power of Asia Minor, Mithraism two centuries later was to sustain and legitimize certain values of “Roman-ness.” But vast shadowy areas surround this story and fragment the vision we have of it today, after over a century of remarkable research and discoveries. In particular, the passage of the Iranian god into the Greek world and the many mutations he must have undergone, both in rituals and in the conception of his worshippers, before becoming the mainspring of a mystery cult, for the present almost entirely elude us. A hiatus of two thousand years separates the Vedic Mithras from the first known representations of Mithras the bull-slayer.9

Though the exact origins of Roman Mithraism and its development might remain a mystery, this next passage, written around 350 C.E. by Firmicus Maternus (in his The Error of Pagan Religions), speaks volumes about how much the Roman Mithras was perceived in Rome to have Persian roots and connections. Maternus was a recent convert to Christianity at the time of writing.

The Persians and all the Magi who dwell in the confines of the Persian land give their preference to fire and think it ought to be ranked above all the other elements. So they divide fire into potencies, relating its nature to the potency of the two sexes, and attributing the substance of fire to the image of a man and the image of a woman. The woman they represent with triform countenance, and entwine her with snaky monsters. . . . The male they worship is a cattle rustler, and his cult they relate to the potency of fire, as his prophet handed down the lore to us, saying: mysta booklopies, syndexie patros agauou (initiate of cattle-rustling, companion by handclasp of an illustrious father). Him they call Mithra, and his cult they carry on in hidden caves. . . . Him whose crime you acknowledge you think to be a god. So you who declare it proper for the cult of the Magi to be carried on by the Persian rite in these cave temples, why do you praise only this among the Persian customs? If you think it worthy of the Roman name to serve the cults of the Persians, the laws of the Persians . . . 10
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Figures 1.2 and 1.3. Two views of a full-scale reconstruction of the Temple to Mithras at Carrawburgh, at the Museum of Antiquities and the Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle upon Tyne, U. K. Reproduced here by kind permission of the museum. (Photographs provided by the museum)



It is possible to combine a number of current ideas in order to derive a theory that fits the evidence; for example, the Roman cult of Mithras was a fusion of the Greek cult of Perseus with a Persian cult of Mithra. The Perseus cult had originated in Tarsus and at some point became fused with the Persian Mithra, with his Zoroastrian connections, before spilling over into the new empire. As Mithraism spread throughout the Roman army, it changed a great deal from any Persian counterpart. The synergetic result was perhaps the most sophisticated religion in the Roman world. The Roman cult of Mithras was at the forefront of astronomy and philosophical thought, making Mithraism the last pagan state religion in Europe and the most important competitor to early Christianity.

The worship of Mithras, the Invincible Sun God, was practiced all over the Roman Empire. Mithraism had an immense popularity among the Roman Legions from late in the first century B.C.E. until around 400 C.E., during which time it came under the influence of Greek and Roman mythologies. Although present in the Persian worship, Anahita and other goddesses are by and large absent from the Roman form of Mithraism. In Rome, Mithras became the ultimate noble warrior, a role model for the Roman Legionnaires among whom Mithraism had most of its adherents. We find the remains of Mithraic temples throughout the former Roman Empire, from Palestine, across the North of Africa, across central Europe, all the way to the British Isles. The Temples along Hadrian’s Wall and in London can still be seen today, as well as some remains in Wales and York.
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Figures 1.4 and 1.5. Mitreo dei serpenti and Mitreo delle sette sfere. Both Mithraic temples are in Ostia, Italy. Note the serpent on the left temple. The right temple has seven doors drawn on the floor, which are barely visible now due to weathering. (Photograph by Payam Nabarz)



However, like other mystery traditions of that period (the Eleusinian mysteries and the Isis mysteries), the Mithraic cult maintained secrecy and its teachings were only revealed to initiates. As a result, all we have inherited are a number of underground temples and their paintings, some statues, and a few antipagan documents by early Christians. The Roman form evolved to become very occult, heavily linked with astrology, a secret brotherhood order where slaves, freedmen, soldiers, citizens, merchants, and Emperors came together as equals—an amazing achievement for that period!

One key we might have used to unlock the Mithra/Mithras mysteries would have been to look at where they possibly started, in the old land of Persia. But in the same way that Christianity overcame the Mithras mysteries and all paganism in the West, what was left of the original Mithra in the East was dissolved into the rise of Islam. However, we do still have the several hymns to him in the Hindu and Zoroastrian holy texts (see appendix A). These give us insight into the energy of this deity before it became fused with a great deal of Greco-Roman magical ideas. The evolution from god of the green land, wild pastures, and the solar light, to that of Invincible Sun God who moves the cosmos by slaying the constellation Taurus, has been a subject of interest to many historians and magicians alike.

In the end, the magical current of the Invincible Sun God survived despite the rise of Christianity and Islam. In the west, Mithras influenced Christianity, and in the East, Mithra was fused with Islamic lore and became part of the mystical branch of Islam, Sufism. (We will discuss these effects further in chapter 4.)

The Roman Mithraic practice was one of the greatest rivals to early Christianity for many reasons. As well as being a popular pagan religion practiced by the Roman Army, it had many similarities to Christianity. These similarities frightened the Christian forefathers, as it meant that years before the arrival of Christ, all the Christian mysteries were already known. To combat this, certain Christian writers said that the Devil, knowing of the coming of Christ in advance, had imitated them before they existed in order to denigrate them.11 As Christianity gained in strength and became the formal religion of the Roman Empire, the cult of Mithras was one of the first pagan cults to come under attack. In the fifth century of the Common Era, temples of Mithras—like most other pagan temples—were destroyed, and in some places churches were built on top of them.

THE REVIVAL OF MITHRAS IN THE TWENTIETH AND TWENTY-FIRST CENTURIES

I have to create my own system, otherwise I be trapped by another man’s system.

WILLIAM BLAKE

So, the reader might ask, what is the relevance of these ancient mysteries to the magician or pagan practitioner of the twenty-first century? I aim to explore the ways in which this belief system can be used, and how the voices of the gods of ancient lands can speak to us through the rituals we create today. All the ceremonies outlined in this work are suitable for group adaptation or solo practice, and may be of interest to many, for example Sufis, Wiccans, Druids, Greek and Roman Revivalists, Shamanic practitioners, and those who engage open-heartedly with other traditions and systems of belief.

The book is divided into three main sections. This first part is a review of the field of Mithraic enquiry, as well as my own interpretations. The second part presents the Mithras Liturgy and a series of meditations on the graded system of initiation into the mystery. Overall, it took me seven years to write the seven initiation meditations, an average of one grade per year. An initiate should not rush through these grades, but rather, should attend to each one fully before moving on. Finally, the appendixes present the full text of the hymns to Mithra and Anahita as they are contained in the Avesta.

Among the neopagan revivals of the twentieth century, Mithraism is one of the oldest—older, even, than the popular Gardnerian Wiccan revival. The first practical books to surface on the subject were G. R. S. Mead’s The Mysteries of Mithra (1907), G. R. S. Mead’s A Mithraic Ritual (1907), and Kenneth Sylvan Guthrie’s fascinating work of restoration, Mithraic Mysteries Restored and Modernized (1918). Guthrie’s rites were written between 1905 and 1909, and the first completed copy was put together in 1913. This was developed further under the encouragement of the Scottish Rite Freemason leader, Mr. Hall of Nashville, in 1917.

Some of the magical current of Mithraism has survived, perhaps through fusion with Sufism, Christian Gnosticism, and the Catholic Church. The Mithraic influence is evident in several local magical customs in areas where there was a Mithraeum (temple), and in some folk practices. There are Mithraic rites in the Scottish practices of Freemasonry, and its “Mithras Lodge of Perfection” is based in Washington D.C., having obtained its Charter in 1870. The Mithraic influence also can be seen in the Ordo Templi Orientis (OTO). OTO is a semi-secret order established in the late nineteenth century by Freemason Karl Kellner, which combines Eastern tantric ideas with Western ritual magic. In 1922, Aleister Crowley succeeded Kellner as the head of OTO. Numerous OTO groups are still operating worldwide. The seventh degree of OTO is a rite to Mithras, called: “VII Grand councilor of the mystical Templars—Magus of the Light. Graal Comrade and Theoretical Rosicrucian. Brother of the Light of the Seven Congregations in Asia. Mysteries of the Mithras cult.”

Now there are even new temples to Mithras in some places, for example, “Sun Center” in Tuscany, Italy.12
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Figure 1.6. A painting of Mithras slaying the bull, with an altar in front of it in the new Temple of Mithras, Tuscany, Italy. (Photograph by Guya Vichi)
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Figure 1.7. A new Temple of Mithras, Tuscany, Italy. This beautifully designed temple contains many symbols of the Mithraic mysteries. (Photograph by Guya Vichi)



As in all the other branches of the neopagan revival, a great deal of reinvention has occurred. There are no hereditary “kitchen initiations” or secret texts herein. Mithra is invoked as lord of the truth; hence it is important to make this clear. The work with the Spirit, or Energy, is what matters, rather than any one theory. The key to entering the tradition is simple. All you need to do is to call with an open heart upon Mithra: the Friend, Love, and Sun. In other words, say “Friend” and enter!

The modern Mithraic revival relies heavily upon the “Mithras Liturgy,” from the Greek Magical Papyri, which dates from the year 350 C.E. We shall become thoroughly acquainted with this piece of magical writing in chapter 6.

Another text that new revivalists use is “A Song to Mithras,” from Rudyard Kipling’s Puck of Pook’s Hill (1906), a poem that beautifully expresses the spirit of Mithraism.a

A Song to Mithras

Mithras, God of the Morning, our trumpets waken the wall!

“Rome is above the Nations, but Thou art over all!”

Now as the names are answered, and the guards are marched away,

Mithras, also a soldier, give us strength for the day!

Mithras, God of the Noontide, the heather swims in the heat,

Our helmets scorch our foreheads; our sandals burn our feet,

Now in the ungirt hour; now ere we blink and drowse,

Mithras, also a soldier, keep us true to our vows!

Mithras, God of the Sunset, low on the Western main,

Thou descending immortal, immortal to rise again!

Now when the watch is ended, now when the wine is drawn,

Mithras, also a soldier, keep us pure till the dawn!

Mithras, God of Midnight, here where the great bull dies,

Look on thy children in darkness. Oh take our sacrifice!

Many roads Thou has fashioned: all of them lead to the Light,

Mithras, also a soldier, teach us to die aright!

This poem is a great contribution to the path of modern Mithraism. Kipling’s poetry has been used in other sectors of the pagan revival as well; for example, he wrote the “May Eve” song, which is used in the Wiccan Book of Shadows.

Mithras has been slowly making his way into the popular culture in the last hundred years, no longer only in the domain of magicians and academics but in the fields of art, music, film, and literature. Picasso used Mithraic symbols in a number of his pieces, symbols such as the seven rugged ladders and Mithras’s Phrygian cap. Also, the American art historian Ruth Kaufman identified the use of Mithraic iconography in the 1930 Picasso painting entitled “Crucifixion.” Other artists as well have produced a number of postmodern art pieces and exhibitions. There was a brief appearance of Mithraic iconography in the Hollywood movie “Blade II.” In England, there is the heavy metal band called “Mithras,” and also an English folk music band with the very same name. A few years ago an inspiring CD album entitled Mysteria Mithrae was released; it features songs to Mithras by various artists, and is dedicated to him. There are now numerous historical novels with Mithraic initiate characters, among them the Winter King trilogy by Bernard Cornwell, Mary Stewart’s Merlin of the Crystal Cave, Nancy McKenzie’s Queen of Camelot, and Rosmary Sutcliff’s The Eagle of the Ninth. Finally, with the growth of the Internet there are now numerous Web sites and newsgroups dedicated to the Mithraic mysteries, which serve to bring interested parties together.

The Mithraic revival reflects social and cultural contexts of the last hundred years—and yet it has remained true to the spirit of Mithraism, as expressed in the words of the “Mithraic Liturgy”: “I am a Star, wandering about with you [Mithras], and shining forth out of the deep.”


Chapter 2

[image: ]

MITHRAIC ICONOGRAPHY

As for you [Emperor Julian] . . . I [Hermes] have granted you to know Mithras the Father. Keep his commandments, thus securing for yourself an anchor-cable and safe mooring all through your life, and, when you must leave the world, having every confidence that the god who guides you will be kindly disposed.

EMPEROR JULIAN CAESARES, 336 C.E.,

IN MANFRED CLAUSS, THE ROMAN CULT OF MITHRAS

Religious icons tend to act as keys that open our minds to the spiritual meaning behind visual symbols. Understanding the iconography of a religion affords access to the deeper mysteries of the religion, at levels inaccessible through the written word, because symbols act on a much subtler level than words, bypassing the ego completely. Deciphering the meaning in the Mithraic paintings and statues that have survived in Europe has been a challenge for many academics in the field; the work of Speidel and Ulansey has shed light on much of the iconography.1 The various interpretations of the icons all point to a deep cosmology within the tradition. Let us explore the essential symbology of Mithras’s life and deeds and their implications for the believer.

To get a better idea of the place of Mithraic iconography in the temple, I highly recommend an online visit to the full-scale reconstruction of the Temple to Mithras at Carrawburgh, at the Newcastle University Museum. The virtual tour is at the museum’s Web site.2

BIRTH OF THE ROMAN MITHRAS

The Roman myth about the birth of Mithras (Dies Natalis Solis Invicti) ascribes to him a magical birth at the dawn of time, out of a rock from which he formed himself using his will, and holding in his hand a dagger and a torch. One can see the similarities with the image of Hecate, the torchbearer with a dagger that cuts the threads of life and death, and which has supposedly become the witch’s athame. A statue from Housesteads in England shows Mithras being born from the rock surrounded by the twelve signs of the zodiac, indicating his status as a stellar god who rules the cosmos even at his birth. A serpent is sometimes shown coiled around Mithras or his birth stone/egg. After his birth, when the world was young, he challenged other forces. His battle with Sol, the Sun, resulted in a friendship, and Mithras was bestowed with a crown made of the rays of the Sun.
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Figure 2.1. Mithras being born from the cosmic egg, surrounded by the signs of the Zodiac. He is holding a torch and a sword. The Museum of Antiquities and the Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle upon Tyne, by kind permission of the Museum. (Photograph by Mogg Morgan)



According to the Zoroastrian tradition mentioned in chapter 1, Mithra the Savior was born in 272 B.C.E. His birth and that of the Roman Mithras are both at the winter solstice. The Persian Mithra was born of the immaculate virgin Mother Goddess Anahita (see chapter 7). Anahita (Anahid) was said to have conceived the Savior from the seed of Zoroaster, which, legend says, is preserved in the waters of Lake Hamun in Sistan, Iran. This birth took place in a cave or grotto, where shepherds attended him and presented him with gifts at the winter solstice. Mithra lived for sixty-four years and then ascended to heaven in 208 B.C.E.

MITHRAS THE HUNTER

Some images survive with Mithras on horseback with bow and arrow in hand, hunting a stag whose horn is the crescent moon. A lion, a snake, and a dog accompany him. Like the tauroctony considered next, the image might be a star map; however, no one has been able to interpret it yet fully.

THE TAUROCTONY

The central icon, ever present in Mithras temples throughout the Roman Empire, is the tauroctony, or bull-slaying. It is the core icon of the Mithraic community, as important to Mithraists as the crucifixion came to be for Christians. Many of these dynamic reliefs can be seen in museums across Europe. The Roman imagery was probably modeled on the image of Nike, the Greek goddess of victory, killing a bull. It is unclear if this is an artistic influence or if some of Nike’s myth was also incorporated into the new religion of Mithras. As we will discuss, in Mithraism the tauroctony can be interpreted as a demonstration that love literally moves the universe!

Interestingly, the central relief in some temples was a rotating relief, one side depicting the tauroctony, the
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