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The mithraeum at Hawarte and its paintings
Michat Gawlikowski

The monuments of the cult of Mithras found in the Near East are few and far between.
While the great majority of the known mithraea can be seen either in Rome and Ostia or on the
European frontiers, there is not much to show in Syria and Asia Minor, in spite of the supposed
Oriental origin of the mysteries of the Persian god. Recent years, however, have brought to
light some new Mithraic discoveries in these parts, including two natural caves in Comma-
gene,! the alleged homeland of Roman Mithraism,? a mithraeum in Sha‘ara in S Syria,?and
another cave in Hawarte, a village in the territory of Apamea.* The Hawarte mithraeum is
relatively well preserved and its wall-paintings present some entirely new imagery, contrast-
ing with the standard Mithraic iconography that we find with no significant variations from
one end of the Roman world to the other and across the cult’s entire lifespan.

Today Hawarte¥is a small village 11 km north of Apamea as the crow flies; it sits on the
first outcrops of the N Syrian limestone massif of Jabal Zawiye, above the middle Orontes
valley.® The modern village was settled by the Beduin only about half a century ago, although
some of the caves visible all over the hill were inhabited within living memory by the tenants
of an absentee landlord from Aleppo; these caves are partly natural formations, enlarged and
adapted by man since antiquity. The ancient name is not reported, but there is every reason to
suppose that it has not changed since antiquity: in Aramaic, hawartd (or hawrtd, hawrd)
means ‘cave, grotto’, a name applying well to the local conditions.”

Hawarte emerges from obscurity in the 5th ¢. A.D. Two churches were built close to each
other, one over a rock tomb containing the burials of some saintly characters; they were
excavated between 1969 and 1978 by P. Canivet and M. T. Fortuna Canivet. Two volumes of the
final publication appeared in 19878 offering a clear and detailed account of the excavation,
the architectural history of the churches (the Photios basilica and the Michaelion, above the
rock tomb), and a thorough description of the mosaics found (now kept in the National Museum
in Damascus and the Afamia Museum in Qalaat al-Mudiq). Holy relics apparently attracted
large crowds of pilgrims: the layout of the twin churches allowed circulation to and from the
tomb, and spacious porticoes provided shelter. The hill contained at least one more unexcava-
ted church and a building which could have been a hostel. All this clearly exceeded the means
of the local population and in the course of the 5th c. it was patronized by at least two bishops
of Apamea. The main basilica excavated had its nave covered with a mosaic laid in 483 by
Archbishop Photios of Apamea® and surrounded on three sides by colonnades, along with a
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