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IN MEMORIAM

Csaba SZABÓ
University of Szeged, Hungary
csaba.szabo.szte@gmail.com

MANFRED CLAUSS AND THE 
STUDY OF ROMAN MITHRAS 
IN THE 21ST CENTURY

Manfred Clauss (16th August 1945 – 20th January 2025) was a historian of 
antiquity whose scholarly achievements left a lasting impact on several dis‑
ciplines within the broader sense of Altertumswissenschaft. Over the course 
of nearly six decades, he taught at several German universities, including 
long-term positions in Siegen, Eichstätt, Berlin, and ultimately Frankfurt am 
Main, where he served from 1993 until his retirement in 2005, continuing 
his research activity till the last day of his life.

Clauss’ academic legacy is marked by an impressive academic productivity, 
comprising almost 30 monographs and edited volumes, alongside hundreds 
of articles published in German, English, French, Italian, Estonian and Polish. 
His scholarly work encompassed subjects ranging from the early civilizations 
of Egypt and Israel to late Roman statehood. He also produced biographical 
studies of historical figures such as Ramses II, Cleopatra, Constantine the 
Great and Athanasius.

Among his many research interests, the study of ancient religions held a 
central place. Clauss produced well-cited works on the imperial cult, early 
Christianity, and most notably, the Roman cult of Mithras. Equally signifi‑
cant was his contribution to Roman epigraphy. A passionate advocate for the 
preservation and accessibility of inscriptions, Clauss co-founded and devel‑
oped the Clauss-Slaby Epigraphic Database (EDCS), which remains one of the 
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most comprehensive digital collections of Latin inscriptions 
worldwide1. This resource complements and often rivals 
other major online epigraphic platforms, playing a crucial 
role in the history of digital humanities and modern epig‑
raphy2. Clauss also held a deep interest in regional religious 
practices, particularly in the Danubian provinces, where he 
curated a remarkable collection of votive tablets and plaques 
associated with the so-called Danubian Riders3. His meticu‑
lous documentation and analysis of these materials continue 
to influence current interpretations of regional cult practices 
and religious glocalism4.

A significant group of studies published by Manfred 
Clauss between 1986 and 2021 concern the study of Roman 
Mithras, one of the most well-researched and highly debated 
religious phenomena of classical antiquity5. His 1990 
German-language book on Mithraism, followed by a 1992 
volume on the Cultores Mithrae, became essential reading for 
both students and scholars6. Although these works emerged 
after a flourishing period of Mithraic scholarship in the 
1970s and 1980s, Clauss’s synthesis stood out for its clarity, 
logical structure, and strong archaeology-based approach. 
The English translation of his Mithras book in 2000, by one 
of the authoritative scholars on Roman Mithras, Richard 
L. Gordon, further cemented Clauss’s international reputa‑
tion7. The enduring relevance of this work is reflected in its 
continued readership and recent translations into Estonian 
(2019) and French (2021). Clauss’ book on Cultores Mithrae is 
still the only systematic collection of the Mithras cult mem‑
bers, although the number of new inscriptions increased sig‑
nificantly since 1990s and a comprehensive social history of 
the cult is still one of the major deficiencies of the literature8. 
Local and regional studies focusing on the social aspects of 
the cult are important but can highlight only a limited num‑
ber of case studies9.

His book on the social agents of the cult was an important 
step for the English version of his monograph on Mithras 
translated by one of the leading researchers of Roman 
Mithras, Richard L.  Gordon and published in 2000. In the 
following I will focus on this particular work and the impor‑
tance of Clauss’ monograph and studies on the study of 
Roman Mithras. 

A SIGNIFICANT BOOK: CLAUSS’ 
MONOGRAPH ON MITHRAS

The book of Manfred Clauss on Roman Mithras is one of 
the most cited synthesis on this cult since the works of Franz 
V.  Cumont and Maarten J.  Vermaseren. Alongside David 
Ulansey’s 1991 publication and Roger Beck’s major mono‑
graph from 2006, Clauss’s slim volume—first published in 

1  ELLIOTT 2015, 80.
2  LORITO 2018.
3  CLAUSS 2006.
4  NEMETI 2015; SZABÓ 2017.
5  On the research history of the cult see: GORDON 1975; BECK 1984; 
BECK 2004; SZABÓ 2018.
6  CLAUSS 1990a; CLAUSS 1992.
7  CLAUSS 2000.
8  An international project on the cult of Mithras is an essential need to 
continue the rich heritage of Cumont and Vermaseren. 
9  SZABÓ 2015; CHALUPA et al. 2021; VAN HAEPEREN 2024.

German (with little initial impact) and later in English—has 
become one of the most frequently cited works in the field 
over the past quarter century10. While Ulansey’s book became 
popular among new-pagan movements and because its revo‑
lutionary idea on the origins of the cult arguing for the role 
of Mithridates VI and the Cilician pirates in the spread of 
the cult, the book of Manfred Clauss was among the first 
interdisciplinary studies on the cult. The book has fourteen 
short chapters, contextualising the Roman cult of Mithras 
in the pre-Roman (Hellenistic) contexts, the religious plural‑
ism of the empire, the Greek tradition of the mystery cults, 
the origins of the Roman cult, the earliest material and lit‑
erary evidence, the expansion, highlights and late revival 
of the cult. Clauss had a special interest also in the social 
aspects of this religious movement, focusing on the role and 
impact of the soldiers and minor officials in the spread of the 
cult. He presented in detail also the sanctuary, not only as 
a theological (religious) imagined space, the sacred geogra‑
phy of the mithraea, but especially as a space of materiality 
of religion, giving a special focus to the material evidence 
and their local aspects and production. His chapters on the 
mithraeum, as a space where objects, small finds and other 
religious inventories played an essential role set the rule for 
a new research area: the archaeology of religion in Mithraic 
contexts11. Clauss collected all the available documentation 
of the best research and excavated sanctuaries, focusing on 
the local particularities of the cult. Since the publication of 
his book in 2000, this research field developed rapidly, con‑
tributing to the understanding of cult communities and the 
materiality of religion on local and glocal level12. 

Closely related to the sanctuary, as a “tableau vivant”13, 
Clauss placed particular emphasis on utensils—such as pot‑
tery, lamps, and ceramic materials—as agents within the 
sensorial landscape (sensescape) of the sanctuary14. A short 
chapter is dedicated to the rituals (innitiaton, prayer, ritual 
meal) attested on graffities, inscriptions, literary sources 
and archaeology of the cult, where Clauss shortly empha‑
sized also the role of cognitive studies, however this aspect 
gained a much more emphasized dimension in the work of 
Roger Beck and the recent literature after Clauss’ book was 
published15. Clauss dedicated a chapter on the issue of the 
seven known grades in the Mithraic cult interpreted by him 
as “priestly grades”. This issue was presented by the author 
in a study where he argued that the seven grades are local, 
Italian tradition of a priestly hierarchy16. This was later crit‑
icized by numerous other authors and Clauss himself par‑
tially reframed his theory in the second edition of his book 
from 201217. In his book, Clauss also emphasized the impor‑
tance of other divinities (Attis, Mercurius, Sol, the Lion 
headed divinity) in the Mithraic pantheon and dedicated a 
separate, yet short chapter on Mithras and Christ as well. 
The topics presented by Clauss, the photographic material 
(although not comparable to later publications and recent 
10  ULANSEY 1989; BECK 2006.
11  CLAUSS 2000, 42–61.
12  SIEMERS-KLENNER 2020; MCCARTY-EGRI 2020.
13  For this notion see: DIRVEN 2015.
14  CLAUSS 2000, 114–130. See also: RUBIO 2021.
15  On Beck’s work and heritage see: SZABÓ 2024.
16  CLAUSS 1990b.
17  CHALUPA 2008; CLAUSS 2012, 125.
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spectacular albums18) and the concise narrative of his work 
made his book a classic of Mithraic studies.

Since its first publication, the study of Roman Mithras 
produced numerous important works and syntheses19, yet 
Clauss’ work is still used as a manual for students and became 
the most cited monograph on Roman Mithras since 1990. 
The second edition of his volume published in 2012 updated 
the photographic material, introduced several new archaeo‑
logical case studies (especially from Germany – Güglingen, 
Belgium – Tienen) and reconsidered some of his previous 
ideas on the priestly grades and the lion-headed god20. His 
chapter on the “sacred narrative” of Mithras, Clauss inter‑
preted the side panels and the major scenes of the complex 
reliefs of the mithraea as visual narratives of a bricolage of 
oral and literary traditions, however he completely ignored 
the so-called star talk theory of Roger Beck in the first edi‑
tion of his book and shortly mentioned only in the historio‑
graphic summary of the second edition21.

Clauss’ work on the Roman cult of Mithras today sur‑
passed by numerous important local studies and mono‑
graphs focusing on particular aspects of the cult, focusing 
on the local forms and variations of archaeology of religion, 
cognitive studies, iconographies specificities or theories on 
the origin of the cult, yet the major topics and fundamental 
structure of his book set the rule for the following genera‑
tions of scholars. His talent to summarize the library-sized 
bibliography of Mithraic Studies in a student-friendly book 
shows his formation as a true Altertumswissenschaftler, a 
scholar of antiquity without the limitations of the over-spe‑
cialized scholars, englobing all the available sources (archae‑
ological, literary, theoretical). Clauss himself emphasized the 
importance of religious glocalism and the role of the local 
communities, therefore the future research should focus on 
the systematic collection and detailed local analysis of the 
new archaeological material (CIMRM Supplement) on local 
and regional or even macro-spatial level (provinces, larger 
clusters) and to focus on the social networks and lived reli‑
gious agents of the Roman cult of Mithras, as a relevant, but 
not the only mosaic of a grand and glocal history of religious 
pluralism in the Roman Empire22.

REFERENCES

BECK 1984
Beck, R., Mithraism since Franz Cumont. In: Haase, W. / 
Temporini, H. (eds.), Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt 
2.17.4 (Berlin/New York: De Gruyter), 2001–2115.

BECK 2004
Beck, R., Mithraism after ’Mithraism since Franz Cumont’ 
1984–2003. In: Beck, R., Beck on Mithraism. Collected works with 
new Essays (London: Routledge), 3–30.

BECK 2006
Beck, R., The religion of the Mithras cult in the Roman Empire: 

18  BRICAULT-VEYMIERS-AMOROSO 2021.
19  Most recently: BRICAULT-ROY 2021.
20  CLAUSS 2012. 
21  This was mentioned as one of the great lacks of the book by Roger Beck 
himself: BECK 2012.
22  BONNET 2021. On religious glocalism in the Roman Empire: VAN 
ALTEN 2017; SZABÓ 2022, 20–22. 

mysteries of the unconquered sun (Oxford–New York: Oxford 
University Press).

BECK 2012
Beck, R., Review of Mithras: Kult und Mysterium Manfred 
Clauss, Mithras: Kult und Mysterium. Darmstadt: Verlag 
Philipp von Zabern, 2012. 192; 16 p.  of plates. Bryn 
Mawr Classical Review, Online. https://bmcr.brynmawr.
edu/2013/2013.06.36/ 

BONNET 2021
Bonnet, C., Mithras in Roman Polytheism. In: Bricault, L., 
Veymiers, R.  & Amoroso, N.  (éd.), The Mystery of Mithras: 
Exploring the Heart of a Roman Cult / Le Mystère Mithra. 
Plongée au cœur d’un culte romain, (Musée royal de Mariemont: 
Morlanwelz), 39–51.

BRICAULT-ROY 2021
Bricault, L. & Roy P., Les cultes de Mithra dans l’Empire romain 
(Toulouse: Presses Universitaires du Midi)

CHALUPA 2008
Chalupa, A., Seven Mithraic Grades: An Initiatory or Priestly 
Hierarchy? Religio: Revue pro religionistiku, 16/2, 177–201.

CHALUPA ET AL. 2021
CHALUPA, A., Vytvarová, E., Fousek, J., Mertel, A. & Hampejs, 
T., The network(s) of Mithraism: discussing the role of the 
Roman army in the spread of Mithraism and the question of 
interregional communication, Religio: revue pro religionistiku 
29/2, 107–131.

CLAUSS 1990a
Clauss, M., Mithras. Kult und Mysterien (München: C. H. Beck)

CLAUSS 1990b
Clauss, M., Die sieben Grade des Mithras-Kultes, Zeitschrift für 
Papyrologie und Epigraphik 82, 183–194.

CLAUSS 1992
Clauss, M., Cultores Mithrae. Die Anhängerschaft des Mithras-
Kultes (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner)

CLAUSS 2000
Clauss, M., The Roman Cult of Mithras. The god and his myster-
ies, translated by R. Gordon (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press)

CLAUSS 2006
Clauss, M., Comes tibi so(m) – geheimnisvolle Amulette, Klio 
88/1, 216–232.

CLAUSS 2012
Clauss, M., Mithras. Kult und Mysterium (Darmstadt: Philipp 
von Zabern)

DIRVEN 2015
Dirven, L., The Mithraeum as tableau vivant. A Preliminary 
Study of Ritual Performance and Emotional Involvement in 
Ancient Mystery Cults, Religion in the Roman Empire 1/1, 20–50.

ELLIOTT 2015
Elliott, T.  Epigraphy and digital resources. In: Bruun, Ch. – 
Edmondson, J. (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Roman Epigraphy, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press), 78–88.

GORDON 1975
Gordon, R., Franz Cumont and the doctrines of Mithraism. In: 
Hinnells, J.  (ed.), Mithraic Studies (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press), 215–248.

LORITO 2018
Lorito, R., L’Epigrafia latina e i database online. Open access: 
https://classicocontemporaneo.eu/. 

MCCARTY-EGRI 2020
McCarty, M.  and M.  Egri (eds.), The Archaeology of Mithraism 
New Finds and Approaches to Mithras-Worship (Leuven: Peeters)

NEMETI 2015
Nemeti, S., I rilievi dei Cavalieri Danubiani: Spunti per 
l’interpretazione diacronica delle varianti regionali. In: 

https://bmcr.brynmawr.edu/2013/2013.06.36/
https://bmcr.brynmawr.edu/2013/2013.06.36/
https://classicocontemporaneo.eu/


290          Journal of Ancient History and Archaeology      No. 12–2/2025

Studies

Alexandrescu, C. (ed.), Cult and votive monuments in the Roman 
provinces: proceedings of the 13th International Colloquium on 
Roman Provinical Art, Bucharest, Alba Iulia, Constanţa, 27th of 
May – 3rd of June 2013: within the framework of Corpus Signorum 
Imperii Romani, (Cluj-Napoca: Mega Publishing), 129–138.

RUBIO 2021
Rubio, R., Multisensory Experiences in Mithraic Initiation. In: 
Alvar N., Alvar J. E., Woolf, G. (eds.), SENSORIVM. The Senses in 
Roman Polytheism (Leiden- Boston: Brill), 177–191.

SIEMERS-KLENNER 2020
Siemer-Klenner, I., Archäologie des Mithraskultes Architektur und 
Kultpraxis am Beispiel der Tempel von Güglingen, Kreis Heilbronn 
(Wiesbaden: Ludwig Reichert Verlag).

SZABÓ 2015
Szabó, Cs., The cult of Mithras in Apulum: communities and 
individuals. In: Zerbini, L. (ed.), Culti e religiosità nelle province 
danubiane. Atti del 2° Convegno internazionale Ferrara, 20–22 
novembre 2013, (Ferrara: I Libri di Emi), 407–422.

SZABÓ 2017
Szabó, Á., Domna et Domnus. Contributions to the cult-history of 
the „ Danubian riders” religion (Wien: Phoibos Verlag)

SZABÓ 2018
Szabó, Cs., Understanding Roman Mithras. Notes on Three 
New Books. Review of Adrych, Philippa, Bracey, Robert, 
Dalglish, Dominic, Lenk, Stefanie & Wood, Rachel (2017), 
Images of Mithra; Mastrocinque, Attilio (2017), The Mysteries 
of Mithras; and Panagiotidou Olympia & Beck, Roger (2017), 
The Roman Mithras cult, ARYS 16, 2018, 469–479.

SZABÓ 2022
Szabó, Cs., Roman religion in the Danubian provinces. Space sacral-
isation and religious communication during the Principate (1st–3rd 
century AD) (Oxbow Books: Oxford)

SZABÓ 2024
Szabó, Cs., In memoriam Roger L. Beck (1937–2023). His life 
and impact on the study of Roman Mithras, Journal of Ancient 
History and Archaeology 11/1, 145–150.

ULANSEY 1989
Ulansey, D., The Origins of the Mithraic Mysteries. Cosmology 
and Salvation in the Ancient World. (Oxford-New York: Oxford 
University Press).

VAN HAEPEREN 2024
Van Haeperen, F., Mithra en contexte: les débuts du culte à 
Poetovio au 2e siècle de notre ère, ARYS 22, 205–235.


