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Scientific argument 

Issue :  

Studies on religions of Eastern origin have been improving over the past decade. The 

«foreign » cults in the Roman Empire are currently taking a considerable place in the 

questions of historians of antiquity. This work proposes, through the cult of the «Great 

Mother» and her iconography, to analyze the receptions and the dynamics of so-called 

«oriental» cults under the Empire. It aims to redefine the place of so-called «mystery» or 

initiatory cults and to provide elements of response to this historiographic debate. 

The survey also aims to explore the reaction of the Roman authorities to these cults. 

Indeed, the cult of Cybele, through its feasts and rites (notably the taurobole), has a so-called 

«Phrygian» part, therefore exotic, oriental. But these rites do not have their equivalent in 

Phrygia. It is the Romans who «phrygianized» the festivals and rites addressed to the goddess. 

Moreover, under the Republic, Attis was present with the divinity but itt was only under the 

Emperor Claudius, with the establishment of the March festivities, that this figure took a more 

important place, especially in the West. 

 

This research proposes to analyze the discourses that a society holds about a cult and its 

appropriation. It is necessary to understand the way in which the Romans have constructed 

this «orientality» from very precise rites translated in the iconography by the use of repetitive 

visual signs. 

Its iconography is rich  in the West part of the Empire on many supports (mosaics, figurines, 

bronzes, sarcophagi, etc.). This research will study the discourse of images and the 

relationship with textual testimonies. It will examine the variations that may exist within the 

iconography itself, according to the provinces and according to the chronology. This thesis 

will also help to understand, according to the type of iconography, the reception of this 

divinity in the different social classes of Roman society, from the honestiores to the slaves. 

 

Historical context : 

The choice of extended chronological markers invites us to analyse the evolution in time of 

the representations and speeches addressed to the Mother of the Gods and to Attis, but also to 

develop a reflection on the success of this cult in changing political and religious contexts (the 

Antonine Roman peace, the «crisis» of the 3rd century, the survival of paganism in the 4th-

5th century). The choice of the West is justified by the richness of the iconographic 

documentation, especially in the Gauls, and by new discoveries still unpublished. 

Methodology : 

This topic invites us to list the various sources available and to list all the religious and 

votive images in the provinces of the West. This step will lead to the creation of a database 

cataloguing the different media (frescoes, mosaics, altars, reliefs, gems, coins, statuary, etc.), 

as well as their dates and geographical area. It will first be necessary to resume the existing 

work (the corpus of Vermaseren is now dated, monographs, exhibition catalogues) in order to 

complete and correct doubtful attributions. This then involves checking most of the 

documents kept in museums first-hand. The objective is to propose an iconographic and 

historiographic renewal of the cult of Cybele by emphasizing the observation of circulations, 

singularities and borrowings. This work will make it possible to establish a geography of the 

reception of worship in order to bring keys of understanding on the success encountered by 



this divinity. The investigation will allow to refute or to reinforce some current theses, but 

also to propose a new page of the history of the cult of the Mother of the Gods. 

 

 

Insertion in the research areas of the laboratory 

 

Several members of the laboratory have focused their work on the history of ancient religions 

and this subject on Cybele can increase this research. In addition, several days of study of the 

laboratory were organized on the theme of Roman iconography and the reading of images. 

The research conducted on Cybele will provide an opportunity to re-appropriate this theme. 

The presence in the laboratory of another PhD student working on Roman Africa and on 

Roman iconography can only stimulate exchanges since the province of Africa (present-day 

Tunisia) appears in the space of the Roman West 

Bibliography on the proposed subject : selection of the most innovative works 

N. Belayche, « Deae suriae sacrum. La romanité des cultes orientaux », Revue Historique, 

302/3, 2000 

Collectif, Figures de dieux. Construire le divin en images, Rennes, 2015 

F. van Haeperen, Etrangère et ancestrale. La Mère des dieux dans le monde romain, Cerf, 

2019. 

Les mystères au II
e
 siècle de notre ère : un tournant de N. Belayche, F. Massa et P. Hoffman, 

Brepols, 2021 

Mystery cults in Visual Representation in Graeco-Roman Antiquity, de N. Belayche et 

F.Massa, Brill, 2021 

 

 

expected profile 

A solid knowledge of iconology, that is to say of the analysis of images (serialization, 

contextualization, interpretation) as it is considered today, that is to say in an anthropological 

perspective. 

Candidates will have to demonstrate a good knowledge of Roman religion and its current 

issues for a topic related to a “foreign” religion, as well as this particular geographical space 

(the provinces of the Roman West) and figurative sources (the iconography). This implies a 

perfect mastery of codes and methodology for reading images and an ability to cross-

reference figurative documents with literary and epigraphic texts. Knowledge of Latin is 

required in order to exploit the inscriptions inscribed on the images 

integration or further career envisaged : 

Research/Médiation, Museums/Teaching 



 


