


The twenty-third Roman 
emperor, an unholy trinity:

Elagabalus or Heliogabalus;
Marcus Aurelius Antoninus;

Sextus Varius Avitus Bassianus.

Leonardo de Arrizabalaga y Prado



Severan Dynasty & Interloper

193-211 Lucius Septimius Severus

211-217 Marcus Aurelius Antoninus (Caracalla)

217-218 Marcus Opellius Macrinus (interloper)

218-222 Marcus Aurelius Antoninus (a.k.a. Elagabalus, 

Heliogabalus, Sextus Varius Avitus Bassianus)

222-235 Severus Alexander



Adolescent Ruler



SACERD DEI SOLIS ELAGAB

NVDB 307; FWM: CM.YG.330-R, rev., S





Elagabalus or Heliogabalus
after

Elagabal or Elaiagabal



MARCVS

AVRELIVS

ANTONINVS



MARCUS AURELIUS ANTONINUS

RIC Marcus Aurelius Antoninus 22.1



MARCUS AURELIUS ANTONINUS 
(CARACALLA)

RIC Caracalla 157



Claim to be Caracalla’s bastard:

Implicit in his nomenclature on coins: 

MARCVS AVRELIVS ANTONINVS

Explicit in his inscriptions: 

DIVI ANTONINI MAGNI FILIO

QEOU ANTWNINOU UIEI





SEXTVS 
VARIVS 
AVITVS 

BASSIANVS



Descendants of Julius Bassianus, High Priest of Elagabal in Emesa



VARIVS



Trinity: three aspects of a single individual

Elagabalus or Heliogabalus: 

notional entity, based on uncritical belief

Marcus Aurelius Antoninus: 

factual individual, knowable to history

Sextus Varius Avitus Bassianus: 

notional entity, based on informed conjecture



Four kinds of unholiness

(1) Elagabalus or Heliogabalus is commonly 
described as a monster. 

(2) Most of this monster is not fact, but may be 
fiction. 

(3) Marcus Aurelius Antoninus is commonly 
confused with this monster. 

(4) Sextus Varius Avitus Bassianus probably 
became Marcus Aurelius Antoninus under 
false pretences. 





History:

study of the past based on evidence. 

Fact is distinguished from:

• fiction

• conjecture

• opinion

• virtual certainty

• likelihood 

• possibility 



This emperor’s historiography:

• invective 

• invention 

• pornography

• fantasy 

\ not history but myth or legend



Myth or Legend

Myth: ‘definitely non-historical personages’

Legend: ‘semi-historical traditions’

Kirk, G.S. (1974) The Nature of Greek Myths: 23.



The monster:

• sacrilegious priest 

• murderous pacifist 

• impotent rapist 

• guileless plotter

• witty fool 

• husband of three wives and wife of one 
husband



Killed by age of 18 because of:

• venality

• cruelty

• luxury 

• chariot racing

• cross-dressing

• self-prostitution

• dancing 



Five main ancient sources

• ca. 222-228: Cassius Dio

• ca. 240-250?: Herodian 

• ca. 360:  Aurelius Victor 

• ca. 390?: Epitome de Caesaribus

• ca. 395-410?: Historia Augusta



Codex of Cassius Dio’s account of Avitus

MS VATICANUS GRAECUS 1266



Dio: hostile pornography:

πολλὰ μὲν γὰρ καὶ ἄτοπα, ἃ μήτε λέγων μήτε 

ακούων ἄν τις καρτερήσειεν, καὶ ἔδρασε τῷ 

σώματι καὶ ἔπαθε· τὰ δὲ δὴ περιφανέστατα, 

καὶ ἃ μηδ᾿ ἃν ἀποκρυψαιτό τις, τάδε ἐστίν· ἐς 

καπηλεῖα ἐσῄει νύκτωρ περιθεταῖς κόμαις 

χρώμενος, καὶ τὰ τῶν καπηλίδων εἰργάζετο. ἐς 

τὰ πορνεῖα τὰ περιβόητα ἐσεφοίτα, καὶ τὰς 

ἑταίρας ἐξελαύνων ἐπορνεύετο.

Dio, 80.13.2



Herodian: dynastic drama with wicked 
women and a foolish boy

ὁρῶσα δὲ ταῦτα ἡ Μαῖσα, ὑποπτεύουσά τε τοὺς 
στρατιώτας ἀπαρέσκεσθαι τῷ τοιούτῳ τοῦ 
βασιλέως βίῳ, καὶ δεδοικυῖα μή τι ἐκείνου 

παθόντος πάλιν ἰδιωτεύῃ, πείθει αὐτόν, 
κοῦφον ἄλλως καὶ ἄφρονα νεανίαν, θέσθαι
υἱὸν Καίσαρά τε ἀποδεῖξαι τὸν ἑαυτοῦ μὲν 
ἀνεψιὸν ἐκείνης δὲ ἔγγονον ἐκ τῆς ἑτέρας 

θυγατρὸς Μαμαίας

Herodian 5.7.1



Victor’s explanation for the name 

Heliogabalus

Marcus Antoninus, Bassiano genitus, qui, patre 
mortuo, in solis sacerdotium, quem 

Heliogabalum Syri vocant, tanquam asylum 
insidiarum metu confugerat, hincque 

Heliogabalus dictus 

Aurelius Victor 23.1



The Epitome’s explanation for the 

name Heliogabalus
1.Aurelius Antoninus Varius, idem Heliogabalus

dictus, Caracallae ex Soemea consobrina 
occulte stuprata filius, imperavit biennio et 
mensibus octo. 

2. Huius matris Soemeae avus Bassianus nomine 
fuerat Solis sacerdos; quem Phoenices, unde 
erat, Heliogabalum nominabant, a quo iste 
Heliogabalus dictus est. 

Epitome de Caesaribus, 23.1-2



Sexual depravity leading to self-castration

Is cum Romam ingenti militum et senatus 
exspectatione venisset, probris se omnibus 
contaminavit. 

Cupiditatem stupri, quem assequi naturae defectu 
nondum poterat, in se convertens muliebri nomine 
Bassianam se pro Bassiano iusserat appelari. 

Vestalem virginem quasi matrimonio iungens suo 
abscisisque genitalibus Matri se Magnae sacravit. 

Epitome de Caesaribus 23.3.1-3





Schimpfnamen

appellatus est post mortem Tiberinus et 
Tractaticius et Impurus et multa, si 

quando ea erant designanda quae sub eo 
facta videbantur 

Historia Augusta, Vita Antonini 
Heliogabali, 17.5



Avatar
• Pronunciation: \ˈa-və-ˌtär\

• Function: noun

• Etymology: Sanskrit avatāraḥ descent, from avatarati he 
descends, from ava- away + tarati he crosses over

• Date: 1784

1: the incarnation of a Hindu deity (as Vishnu)

2 a: an incarnation in human form b: an embodiment (as of a concept 
or philosophy) often in a person

3: a variant phase or version of a continuing basic entity
4: an electronic image that represents and is manipulated by a 

computer user (as in a computer game) 

Retrieved from Webster Online Dictionary



Elagabalus or Heliogabalus























Heliogabalus, High Priest of the Sun

Simeon Solomon, 1866



The Roses of Heliogabalus

Sir Lawrence Alma Tadema,  1888



Lui 

Gustav-Adolf Mossa, 1908



L’Orgie Romaine: Héliogabale

Louis Feuillade, 1911



Heliogabalus

Anselm Kiefer, 1974 



L'Eliogabalo 

Locurcio & Stalteri, 1979



Phaidra-Elagabalus

Silvano Bussotti, 1981



Eliogabalo

Fulvio Caldini, 1985



Varius

Wolfgang Etterich, 2000



Heliogabalus

Zan Gullo, 2003
‘



Arabesken

Laura van den Hengel, 2004



Heliogabalus’ Remorse

Matt Hughes, 2004



Eliogabalo, I lirici

Dario Fagiolo, 2006











JEHOVAH



ELAGABALUS or HELIOGABALUS

Bust in Museo Capitolino, Rome, Inventario 470



Avatar and Emperor

• avatar: an object of belief, possibly fiction

• emperor: an object of knowledge, \ fact 







Historiography

hostile

inventive

\unreliable



Artefacts: 

coins 

inscriptions

papyri

sculpture

architecture 



Problems with Artefacts

• Mainly imperial propaganda, so not to be 
taken at face value. 

• Varius probably gained the principate 
through fraud. 

• Thus his official genealogy, proclaimed 
by his artefacts, is most likely false. 





Epistemology: Theory of Knowledge

• Knowledge must be based on evidence.

• What constitutes evidence?

• Artefacts are liable to random public verification.

• \ artefacts are limited in their ability to lie.

• \ within limits, artefacts may constitute evidence.

• Historiography is not subject to such limits.

• \ historiography does not constitute evidence.



Methodology: Method of Enquiry

• Historiography is not evidence

• \ historiography cannot give answers. 

• Historiography can raise questions.

• Artefacts can raise questions and give answers.

• \ method of enquiry is cross-examination of 
artefacts by historiography, and vice-versa. 



Spectrum of Knowledge:

facts

virtual certainties

greater likelihoods 

lesser likelihoods

possibilities

impossibilities 



Res Gestae:

what can certainly be known, 

on the basis of evidence, 

about the priest-emperor 

Marcus Aurelius Antoninus 



IMP C M AVR ANTONINVS PF AVG

NVDB 369; BNF: FG 1227, obv., AV



IMP CAES ANTONINVS AVG

NVDB 69; BNF: BEDR 443, obv., AV



IMP ANTONINVS PIVS AVG

NVDB 153; BNF: FG 1222, obv., AV 



IMP ANTONINVS PIVS AVG

NVDB 513; BNF: NAC: 596, obv., A



IMP ANTONINVS PIVS AVG

NVDB 254; BNF: FG 7221, obv., D



IMP CAES M AVR ANTONINVS PIVS AVG

NVDB 307; FWM: CM.YG.330-R, obv., S





RECTOR ORBIS 

NVDB 359 



ADVENTVS AVGVSTI

NVDB 238



CONSVL II P P

NVDB 328



PM TR P IIII COS III P P

NVDB 153



PM TR P II COS II P P LIB AVG II 

NVDB 141



FIDES MILITVM

NVDB 37 



VOTA PVBLICA

NVDB 375 



IVLIA MAESA AVG 

NVDB 422



IVLIA SOAEMIAS AVGVSTA

NVDB 380; BNF: CDB146, obv., AV



IVLIA PAVLA AVGVSTA

NVDB 462 : BNF: FG 1229, obv., AV 



IVLIA AQUILIA SEVERA AVGVSTA

NVDB 486 : BNF: FG 3815, obv., S 



ANNIA FAVSTINA AVGVSTA

NVDB 495 : BNF: FG 3817, obv., S



M AVR ALEXANDER CAES

FWM: CM.LS.3594-R, obv., D





INVICTVS SACERDOS AVG

NVDB 259 ; FWM: CM.RI.1858-R, rev., D



SVMMVS SACERDOS AVG

NVDB 313 ; FWM: M.RI.1860-R, rev., D





Historiography’s explanation:
• monotheistic zeal, due to:

• Syrian: 
– ethnicity

– birth
– upbringing

– culture
– belief.

• Seeks to impose these on Rome,
overthrowing Roman deities.



Honours other Roman gods and 
goddesses with coins.

IOVI CONSERVATORI                 IVNO REGINA



Honours other Roman gods and 
goddesses with coins.

MARS VICTOR                VENVS CAELESTIS



Honours other Roman gods and 
goddesses with coins.

SOL                                       VICTORIA



Relief sculpture of Elagabal with other deities



Elagabal is not monotheistic.





Inscription from Secular Games 204, 
naming Julia Soaemias Bassiana (JSB)  
wife of Sextus Varius Marcellus (SVM)

E]questres: Iulia Suem[ia Vari Marcelli, ...]

PIGHI, J. B., (1965) De Ludis Saecularibus, 158 V.



Epitaph of Sextus Varius Marcellus: (SVM)

Sex(to) Vario Marcello | proc(uratori) aquar(um)
(centenario) proc(uratori) prov(inciae) Brit(anniae)

(ducenario) proc(uratori) rationis | privat(ae) 
(trecenario) vice praef(ectorum) pr(aetorio) et urbi

functo | c(larissimo) v(iro) praef(ecto) aerari 
militaris leg(ato) leg(ionis) (tertiae) Aug(ustae) | 
praesidi provinc(iae) Numidiae | Iulia Soaemias 

Bassiana c(larissima) f(emina) cum fili(i)s | marito 
et patri amantissimo.

.

CIL X, 6569



Boy becomes emperor

IF:

(A): JSB = emperor’s mother (coins, inscriptions).

(B): JSB = SVM’s wife 204-SVM’s death (213 +).

(C): Emperor ca.18 when killed, 222 \ born ca.204.

THEN:

(1): Emperor = JSB’s & SVM’s (only known) son.

(2): Firstborn sons C3AD take father’s praenomen & nomen,

\ emperor’s original name = Sextus Varius. 

(3): \ (QED) Boy becomes emperor.



SVM’s epitaph as evidence of loci of 

Varius’ upbringing:

• Varius brought up by JSB and SVM

• SVM in Rome, Britain, Rome, Numidia

• SVM dies after 213, before 218

• Varius goes to Syria after SVM’s death

• Varius proclaimed emperor in Syria 218

\Varius Roman by birth & upbringing.




