
 
 

EMPIRE OF THE SUN? CIVIC RESPONSES TO THE RISE  
AND FALL OF SOL ELAGABAL IN THE ROMAN EMPIRE 

Martijn Icks 

During its long and turbulent history, the city of Rome witnessed 
many changes in its religious institutions and traditions. For many 
centuries, these came to pass under the benevolent eye of Iupiter 
Optimus Maximus, the city‟s supreme deity since time immemorial. 

Not until the fourth century AD would Iupiter finally loose this 
position to the monotheistic, omnipotent God of Christianity. 
However, the power of the thunder god had been challenged before. 
The first deity who temporarily conquered his throne was Sol 
Invictus Elagabal, a local sun god from the Syrian town of Emesa. 
This unlikely usurper was the personal god of the emperor Marcus 
Aurelius Antoninus, whose short-lived reign lasted from 218 to 222 
AD, and who has been nicknamed Elagabalus for his affiliation with 
Elagabal.  

Even before his rise to power, Elagabalus served as Elagabal‟s 

high priest. The deity was worshipped in the form of a conical black 
stone, a so-called baitylos or “house of god”, which resided in a big 

temple in Emesa. Elagabalus, at that time a fourteen-year-old boy, 
performed ritual dances in honour of his god. By doing so, he drew 
the attention of Roman soldiers who were stationed near the town. 
They proclaimed the boy emperor under the false pretense that he 
was a bastard son of emperor Caracalla (211-217 AD). Elagabalus 
won sufficient military support, defeated the reigning emperor and 
thus gained the throne. He installed himself in Rome and took his 
god with him. 

At the end of 220 AD, the young emperor carried through some 
unprecedented reforms in Roman state religion. He put Elagabal at 
the head of the Roman pantheon and chose a new imperial title: 
sacerdos amplissimus dei invicti Solis Elagabali – “most elevated 
priest of the invincible sun god Elagabal”. Images of Iupiter 

disappeared from imperial coinage, while the black stone – shown in 
a quadriga, a carriage pulled by four horses – was proclaimed on 
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coins as the emperor‟s divine protector. All the cult objects of the 

Romans were brought to the big temple of Elagabal on the Palatine, a 
clear indication of the new celestial hierarchy. In addition, the 
emperor married the high priestess of the Vestal virgins, perhaps to 
forge a personal bond between the cult of Elagabal and Roman state 
religion. The god Elagabal was also married to the Punic deity 
Urania.1 

The Roman elite was appalled by these actions, as were the 
soldiers, who could not identify themselves with an emperor who 
seemed obsessed with an exotic cult and did nothing which they 
considered positive. In early 222 AD, the praetorian guard revolted. 
Elagabalus was brutally killed and his memory condemned by the 
senate. He was succeeded by his cousin Alexander, who immediately 
restored Iupiter to his position as chief deity and sent the black stone 
back to its temple in Emesa. 

1. Religious Unification? 

Although the supremacy of Sol Invictus Elagabal did not outlast the 
death of his imperial supporter, the god‟s swift rise and fall constitute 
an interesting case study for the ancient historian. Several scholars, 
notably Gaston HALSBERGHE and Robert TURCAN, saw the religious 
reforms of Elagabalus as a first attempt to unify the empire under a 
new, universal state religion. Halsberghe claims that “the emperor, 

who acted or thought he acted only in the interests of his religion, 
visualized the cult of Sol Invictus as a universal religion”.2 Turcan 
speaks about “l‟unification religieuse” which the emperor allegedly 
wanted to impose on his subjects, remarking that “il n‟y a pas 

d‟Empire supranational sans culte cosmique”.
3 Both seem to 

interpret the cult of Elagabal as an early predecessor of Christianity, 
which became the empire‟s official religion by the end of the fourth 

century. The administration of Elagabalus, HALSBERGHE and 
                                                 

1 For more detailed information about the reforms and their possible connection 
to imperial propaganda, see M. Icks, „Priesthood and imperial power. The religious 
reforms of Heliogabalus, 220-222 AD‟, in: L. de Blois – P. Funke – J. Hahn (eds.), 
The Impact of Imperial Rome on Religions, Ritual and Religious Life in the Roman 
Empire. Proceedings of the Fifth Workshop of the International Network Impact of 
Empire (Leiden – Boston 2006), 169-178. 

2 G.H. Halsberghe, The Cult of Sol Invictus (Leiden 1972), 104. 
3 R. Turcan, Héliogabale et le sacre du Soleil (Paris 1985), 55. 
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TURCAN would have us believe, actively promoted the worship of 
Elagabal by all citizens of the empire – just as later emperors would 
strive to convert all their subjects to Christianity. HALSBERGHE goes 
even further, asserting his readers that the basic features of the 
Elagabal cult comprised “pure monotheism, the promise of bliss in 

another life, intense religious experience and strange, tumultuous 
celebrations”.

4 Again, Christianity looms large in the back of our 
heads. 

Celebrating Elagabal may well have been a strange and 
tumultuous event, constituting an intense religious experience for the 
participants.5 However, Elagabal was clearly not a monotheistic god, 
since he was married to another goddess. Nor is there any indication 
of the promise of an afterlife, or much of a developed theology at 
all.6 In short, the cult of Elagabal was certainly less similar to 
Christianity as HALSBERGHE‟s bold statement seems to imply. What, 

then, should we make of HALSBERGHE‟s and TURCAN‟s vision of an 

actively promoted cult, meant to unify the empire? In this article, I 
shall take a closer look at what little sources we have. How did 
people throughout the empire respond to the rise and fall of Sol 
Invictus Elagabal in the capital? To what extent were they affected 
by the introduction of a very specific local ritual in the seat of 
Roman power? And did the priest-emperor from Emesa indeed 
display the sort of missionary zeal which would warrant comparisons 
to the introduction of Christianity as the official state religion in the 
fourth century? 

2. Sol Elagabal in the Provinces 

When we look at inscriptions from the period 218-222 AD which 
mention Elagabalus but have not been erected by the emperor 
himself, we see that the title sacerdos amplissimus is not used in all 
of them. Considering that the priestly office only became part of the 
official imperial titles at the end of 220 AD, this is perhaps not 
surprising, but the title of sacerdos is also missing in some 

                                                 
4 Halsberghe 1972, op.cit. (n. 2), 80. 
5 Herodian 5.5.8-10 gives a lively description of sacrifices being offered to 

Elagabal. 
6 M. Frey, Untersuchungen zur Religion und zur Religionspolitik des Kaisers 

Elagabal (Stuttgart 1989), 43. 
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inscriptions which certainly date from 221 or 222 AD.7 This may or 
may not indicate resistance against it. On the other hand, Elagabalus 
is addressed as sacerdos amplissimus by Flavius Sossianus, governor 
of Numidia.8 The title also appears in an official request by 
representatives of the town of Lamasba in Numidia with regard to 
the water supply.9 Likewise, the emperor‟s office as high priest of 

Elagabal is mentioned by the local senate of Asisium.10 This shows 
that, even on a local level, some people were aware of the new 
priestly title. Moreover, they apparently regarded it as part of 
Elagabalus‟ official imperial titles and seem to have had no 
reservations in using it. 

Some provincial responses went further than simply accepting 
the changes brought about by the emperor‟s religious reforms. 

During the period 218-222 AD, several cities in the empire minted 
coins with an image of the black stone in a quadriga on the reverse, 
portrayed either from the front or from the side. Apart from Rome 
and Emesa, these were Anazarbos, Hierapolis-Castabala and 
Iuliopolis in Asia Minor, Laodicea ad Mare in Syria, Aelia 
Capitolina and Neapolis in Iudaea, and Alexandria in Egypt.11 It is 
probably no coincidence that three of these cities, Anazarbos, 
Hierapolis-Castabala and Iuliopolis, lie on or relatively near the route 
from Antioch to Nicomedia which Elagabalus took in 218-219 AD. 
The emperor seems to have visited at least one of them: Anazarbos, 
which minted a coin with a reverse showing Elagabalus on horseback 

                                                 
7 See e.g. AE 1999, 1355. 
8 AE 1995, 1641 (Flavius Sossianus is styled as v(ir) e(gregius) vice praesidis 

Numidiae). 
9 CIL 8.4440 = 18587 = ILS 5793. 
10 AE 2001, 938. 
11 R. Ziegler, Kaiser, Heer und städtisches Geld. Untersuchungen zur 

Münzprägung von Anazarbos und anderer ostkilikischer Städte (Vienna 1993), no. 
395; A. Dupont-Sommer – L. Robert, La déesse de Hiérapolis-Castabala (Cilicie) 
(Paris 1964), no. 41; M.J. Price, „Greek imperial coins. Some recent acquisitions by 
the British Museum‟, Numismatic Chronicle 7th series 11 (1971), 121-134, no. 11; 
R.E. Hecht, „Some Greek imperial coins in my collection‟, Numismatic Chronicle 
7th series 8 (1968), 27-35, no. 25; GBMC, Palestine, Aelia Capitolina, nos. 85-90; L. 
Kadman, Corpus Nummorum Palaestinensium I. The Coins of Aelia Capitolina 
(Jerusalem 1956), nos. 148-149, 151-152; GBMC, Samaria, Neapolis, nos. 101-102; 
A. Geißen, Katalog alexandrinischer Kaisermünzen der Sammlung des Instituts für 
Altertumskunde der Universität zu Köln 3: Marc Aurel – Gallienus (Nr. 1995-3014) 
(Opladen 1982), nos. 2336, 2373. 
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with a spear in his hand.12 This image can probably be interpreted as 
a variation on the adventus theme. More surprising, perhaps, is the 
appearance of Elagabal on coins from Aelia Capitolina, Laodicea and 
Neapolis. These are all cities where many troops were stationed, 
which could be taken as an indication for military approval of the 
Emesene sun god. On the other hand, the geographical location of 
Aelia Capitolina, Laodicea and Neapolis in or near Syria provides an 
alternative explanation for their readiness to mint coins of a local 
Syrian deity. 

The fact that the black stone appears on the coinage of several 
cities during Elagabalus‟ reign is, in itself, not enough to establish 

that the cult of Elagabal was indeed introduced in these cities. It is 
possible that local authorities were just following the example of 
imperial coinage, on which Elagabal was first portrayed in 219 AD. 
However, in some cases we have definite proof for the introduction 
of the Emesene sun cult. An inscription from Altava, situated in the 
province of Mauretania Caesariensis, records that the city‟s 

landowners (possessores Altavenses) elevated a temple for Elagabal 
in 221 AD by using money from collections.13 In Attaleia 
(Pamphylia), the city council and the people dedicated an undated 
inscription to the Emesene deity.14 Although the name Elagabal has 
been erased, undoubtedly after the death and condemnation of the 
priest-emperor, it is still readable. 

A coin from Sardes (Lydia), minted during the reign of 
Elagabalus, records the celebration of Elagabalia – a festival not in 
honour of the emperor, but of the god himself. According to Louis 
ROBERT, who has plausibly reconstructed the damaged legend on the 
coin‟s reverse, these Elagabalia were celebrated when one 

Hermophilos was first archōn for the second time.15 Another Sardes 
coin, likewise mentioning Hermophilos in this office and therefore 
minted in the same year, records the celebration of Chrysantina, a 

                                                 
12 GBMC, Cilicia, Anazarbos, no. 18. 
13 AE 1985, 976. Possibly, the landowners were motivated by the Severan 

dynasty‟s ties to North-Africa, which was the region where Septimius Severus had 
originated from. 

14 AE 1972, 600. 
15 L. Robert, „Monnaies grecques de l‟époque impériale‟, Revue Numismatique 

18 (1976), 25-56, at 51-52, pl. II 7 (Cabinet de Paris, Lydie, no. 1285). Robert 
reconstructs the damaged legend as follows: ΕΠΙ ΕΡΜΟΦΙΛΟΤ ΑΡX(ΟΝΣΟ) Α 
ΣΟ [Β]. The legend of GBMC, Lydia, Sardes, no. 170 is similar. 
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festival in honour of Kore.16 This leads Robert to speculate that the 
cult of Elagabal was connected to the cult of Kore in Sardes.17 His 
claim is strengthened by two other coin types bearing the name of 
Hermophilos. On one of these, the statue of Kore is carried by a 
figure in a quadriga, raising his right arm in the traditional greeting 
gesture of Helios; on the other, the goddess is surrounded by two 
ears of corn and symbols for the sun and moon.18 This is reminiscent 
of the divine marriage between Elagabal and Urania in Rome, since 
Herodian records that Elagabalus regarded the event as an 
appropriate union between sun and moon.19 It thus seems plausible 
that something similar happened in Sardes with Elagabal and Kore. 

No other instances are known of cities celebrating Elagabalia, 
although an inscription indicates that the god may also have been 
honoured with games in Thyatira (Lydia).20 These games, granted by 
Elagabalus, are described as ἰσοπύθιον; similar to the Pythian 

Games. ROBERT points out that Helia Pythia were celebrated in 
Emesa, hometown of Elagabal.21 Considering that these Emesene 
games were dedicated to the sun, the same may have been true for 
the Pythian games in Thyatira. However, the sun god traditionally 
connected to Thyatira was not Elagabal, but Apollo Tyrimnos (or 
Tyrimnaios).22 Even if the Pythian Games in Thyatira were dedicated 
to the sun, the god whom they honoured may not have been 
Elagabal, but a local variant of Apollo. 

Whether or not Elagabalia were restricted to Sardes, there do 
seem to be several other cities in which Elagabal was (possibly) 
connected to a female deity.23 A passage in the vita Antonini 
Caracallae of the Historia Augusta mentions that emperor 
Elagabalus instituted a shrine in the temple of the Divine Faustina in 
Faustinopolis (Cappadocia), “either for himself or for the Syrian 

                                                 
16 GBMC, Lydia, Sardes, no. 170. 
17 Robert 1976, op.cit. (n. 15), 54. 
18 Cabinet de Paris, Lydie, no. 1282; no. 1284. 
19 Herodian 5.6.5. 
20 L. Robert, „Deux concours grecs à Rome‟, Comptes Rendus de l’Académie des 

Inscriptions et Belles-Lettre (1970), 6-27, at 24-25; see 24 n. 4 for the Greek text of 
the inscription. 

21 GBMC, Syria, Emesa, no. 21. 
22 Robert 1970, op.cit. (n. 20), 25 n. 1. 
23 Robert 1976, op.cit. (n. 15), 53-54. 
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Iupiter (the matter is uncertain) or for the Sun”.
24 As ROBERT points 

out, both imperial and provincial coinage sometimes associates 
Faustina with the moon. This makes it possible that yet another union 
between sun and moon found place in Faustinopolis.25 Likewise, 
Robert argues that Elagabal was connected to the goddess Perasia in 
Hierapolis-Castabala, a local deity who could be associated with 
Selene, Artemis and Aphrodite; and that he may have been 
connected to Demeter in Nicomedia, since that city celebrated 
Demetria Antonia during Elagabalus‟ reign.

26 There is no definite 
proof for any of these unions, but the evidence gathered by ROBERT 
is compelling, especially when one considers the separate cases in 
relation to each other. 

More research on this topic has been done by Ruprecht ZIEGLER. 
He has remarked that the holy mountain Zarbos at Anazarbos, which 
was worshipped as Zeus Olybreus, is made a theme on local coins 
from the reign of Elagabalus, something which had not happened 
since the reign of Trajan and would not happen again after the priest-
emperor‟s demise. Perhaps, this indicates that Zeus Olybreus was 

somehow connected to Elagabal, who simultaneously appeared on 
coins of Anazarbos in the form of the black stone.27 The local deity 
Aphrodite Kassalitis, a goddess of mountain, weather and vegetation 
who was mainly worshipped on the acropolis, may have been 
associated with the wife of the Emesene sun god.28 ZIEGLER also 
supposes the introduction of the Elagabal cult in Laodicea and 
Neapolis, cities which both minted coins showing the black stone as 
well. In Laodicea, Elagabal may have been associated with a local 
baitylos.29 This certainly seems to have been the case in Neapolis, 
which minted coins showing the black stone of Emesa with a 
representation of the holy mountain Gerizim.30 As was the case with 
                                                 

24 Historia Augusta, Caracalla 11, 6-7 (Heliogabalus Antoninus sibi vel Iovi 
Syrio vel Soli – incertum id est – templum fecit). 

25 Dupont-Sommer – Robert 1964, op.cit. (n. 11), 82 n. 4. 
26 Robert 1976, op.cit. (n. 15), 54; Dupont-Sommer – Robert 1964, op.cit. (n. 

11), 51-53, 81-82; C. Bosch, Die kleinasiatischen Münzen der römische Kaiserzeit 
II. Einzeluntersuchungen 1: Bithynien 1. Hälfte (Stuttgart 1935), 233 nos. 431-433. 

27 R. Ziegler, „Der Burgberg von Anazarbos in Kilikien und der Kult des 
Elagabal in den Jahren 218 bis 222 n. Chr.‟, Chiron 34 (2004), 59-85, at 62, 80; id. 
1993, op.cit. (n. 11), no. 395. 

28 Ziegler 2004, op.cit. (n. 27), 61, 80. 
29 Ibid., 76-78. 
30 Ibid., 78-79; GBMC, Samaria, Neapolis, nos. 101-102. 
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Mount Zarbos, both the baitylos of Laodicea and Mount Gerizim 
were probably associated with Zeus. They also seem to have had 
solar aspects, which would have made the association with the 
Emesene sun god only a small step.31 However, there are no 
indications that Elagabal was married to any local deities in these 
cities. 

3. Winning Imperial Favour 

According to ZIEGLER, we can assume that the cult of Elagabal was 
introduced in very many cities, but is only attested in a few because 
of the shortness of Elagabalus‟ reign.

32 This would indicate that the 
introduction of the cult did not occur spontaneously, but was the 
result of a deliberate government policy, actively stimulating, 
perhaps even demanding, worship from citizens all over the empire. 
If this is indeed ZIEGLER‟s assumption, he implicitly agrees with 

HALSBERGHE‟s and TURCAN‟s hypothesis that emperor strove to 
make the cult of Elagabal the unifying, universal religion of all his 
subjects. Yet even taking Elagabalus‟ short reign and damnatio 
memoriae into account, the available evidence is too scarce to 
warrant such a far-reaching conclusion. Except for Rome, the only 
three cities which we know for certain to have adopted the cult of 
Elagabal are Altava, where the landowners erected a temple for 
Elagabal; Attaleia, where the city council and the people dedicated 
an inscription to the Emesene deity; and Sardes, where Elagabalia 
were celebrated.33 The inscription from Attaleia is undated, making it 
highly likely, but not absolutely certain that Elagabal was introduced 
there during Elagabalus‟ reign. 

In addition, many of the cities which certainly, probably or 
possibly adopted the worship of the invincible sun from Emesa are 
situated in Asia Minor, where Elagabalus stayed for several months 
after his victory over his predecessor. Anazarbos, Attaleia, 
Faustinopolis, Hierapolis-Castabala, Juliopolis, Sardes, Thyatira and 
Nicomedia all must have either received a visit from the new ruler, 
or at least had him pass by in their vicinity. It is significant that 
several of these cities managed to secure desirable honours from 
                                                 

31 Ziegler 2004, op.cit. (n. 27), 76-78. 
32 Ibid., 74. 
33 AE 1985, 976; AE 1972, 600; Robert 1976, op.cit. (n. 15), 51-52, pl. II 7. 
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Elagabalus. Sardes and Nicomedia both received a third neocory – a 
honourific title connected to the construction and maintaining of a 
temple for the emperor – while Anazarbos was granted the right to 
call itself πρώτη, μεγίστη, and καλλίστη; “first, biggest and most 

beautiful” city of Cilicia.34 Moreover, the emperor honoured the city 
by accepting the office of dēmiurgos in 221-222 AD.35 It seems 
reasonable to assume that these honours were meant as rewards for 
including Elagabal into the local pantheon. In all likelihood, cities 
which did so were not  responding to some kind of missionary 
program by the imperial administration, but acted on their own 
initiative. In the eternal rivalry between the poleis of the empire, 
adopting the cult of the emperor‟s personal god was just another 
means of winning imperial favour. 

4. Conclusion 

The damnatio memoriae of Elagabalus led to the destruction of his 
portraits and the deletion of his name from inscriptions and papyri.36 
Sardes and Nicomedia lost the neocories which the emperor had 
bestowed on them, while Anazarbos had to give up its right to the 
titles “first, biggest and most beautiful” city.

37 Since Severus 
Alexander re-established Iupiter as the chief god of the Roman 
pantheon and banished Elagabal from the capital, it is not surprising 
that the black stone disappeared from civic coinage. Nor are there 
any inscriptions after 222 AD which mention temples being erected 
for Elagabal, or games being held in his honour. Of course, all these 
measures may have been no more than formal responses to the 
damnatio of the priest-emperor and do not necessarily reflect the 
                                                 

34 GBMC, Lydia, Sardes, nos. 170-174; Bosch 1935, op.cit. (n. 26), 231 nos. 
428-430; GBMC, Cilicia, Anazarbus, nos. 17-25 (AMK). Incidentally, Anazarbos 
had to share the honour with Tarsos, which had already been granted these 
honourifics earlier. 

35 GBMC, Cilicia, Anazarbus, nos. 19-20. 
36 E.R. Varner, Mutilation and Transformation. Damnatio Memoriae and Roman 

Imperial Portraiture (Leiden – Boston 2004), 188-195; ILS 468-469, 471-472; J. 
Frösén – D. Hagedorn (eds.), Die verkohlten Papyri aus Bubastos I (Opladen 1990), 
no. 4, kol. 13,5; A. Bülow-Jacobsen – J.E.G. Whitehorne (eds.), The Oxyrhynchus 
Papyri 40 (London 1982), no. 3475 r. 29.  

37 GBMC, Lydia, Sardes, nos. 175-179; GBMC, Bithynia, Nicomedia, nos. 57-
59; GBMC, Cilicia, Anazarbus, nos. 27-28, 30. Apparently, news of Elagabalus‟ 
damnatio did not reach Anazarbos until 223 AD (ibid., nos. 26, 29). 
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sentiments of those involved. However, at the very least this means 
that enthusiasm for the cult of Elagabal was not great enough to 
overcome the god‟s fall from grace. 

In conclusion, the religious reforms of Elagabalus seem to have 
had little impact outside of the capital. There are no clear signs of 
resistance against the rise of Sol Invictus Elagabal to the head of the 
Roman pantheon. On the contrary, some people and cities vied for 
imperial favour by adopting the cult of the sun god. Although such 
initiatives were rewarded by the emperor, there seems to have been 
no active policy to implement the worship of Elagabal throughout the 
empire. Nothing suggests that the cult had the explicit aim of 
converting non-believers – or even that there was much to believe in. 
In these respects, comparisons with fourth and fifth century 
Christianity seem misplaced. As far as we can tell, Elagabalus never 
envisaged the worship of his personal god as a means to unify the 
empire. 

Nijmegen, October 2007 
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