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Maxentius; Herodes Atticus; At the beginning of the 4th century AD, Emperor Maxentius repurposed the land and
Annia Regilla; Triopion; buildings of the pre-existing estate of Herodes Atticus, along the Via Appia Antica, to construct
Via Appia Antica; Roman the grand Imperial Villa that still bears his name today. Until now, it has been assumed that the
sacred law; Res sacrae and emperoractedfreely by virtue of his absolute power or, moresimply, that the property had eventually
res religiosae; Imperial become part of the imperial domain. However, certain previously overlooked circumstances —
reuse; Dynastic memory; such as the sacred restrictions and curses imposed by Herodes Atticus on the temenos dedicated to
Elite continuity; Sacred the memory of his deceased wife, Annia Regilla — make these hypotheses implausible. Thus, the
space transformation. conditions for a third, intriguing theory emerge: succession based on bloodline.

The death of his young son Romulus in 309 AD compelled Maxentius to urgently commission a
monumental villa in the Roman suburbs, alongside which he would build a dynastic mausoleum to
house his heir’s remains. This decision aligned with architectural projects already undertaken by other
Tetrarchs, such as Galerius in Thessalonica. It is likely that Maxentius had long planned the construction
of a prestigious suburban residence, intending to match the other great emperors of the era, who had
already erected magnificent palaces equipped with private circuses in their respective capitals.

The distinctly funerary character of the area between the second and third miles of the Via Appia
Antica, marked by the presence of tombs belonging to Rome’s oldest and most illustrious families, such
as the Scipios, the Servilii, and the Metelli,' allowed the Emperor to associate his own lineage with those
of Rome’s noblest families. This location also fulfilled his deep paternal need to keep his son ideally close
to him even after his untimely death. Thus, an inseparable architectural bond was formed between the
Imperial Palace, the dynastic mausoleum, and the private circus, the latter most likely conceived to honor
the memory of the deceased through the celebration of dedicated funeral games.

Maxentius also considered how the future residence could benefit from an excellent security service,
provided by a pre-existing Practorian Statio at the third mile of the Via Appia. During the years of
the villa’s construction, it evolved into a Castrum,* with a significant increase in personnel and the
transformation of the former Mausoleum of Cecilia Metella into a fortress featuring a crenellated tower,

1 Cicero, Tuscul. 1,7, 13: “And you, having gone out through the Porta Capena, when you see the tombs of the Calatini,
the Scipios, the Servilii, and the Metelli, do you think them wretched?”

2 Latteri 2002, 739-757.
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a parade ground, walkways, and other elements typical of a military quarter. This garrison was most likely
attached to the villa itself to ensure its security.?

In that significant part of the suburbs — on the hill overlooking the Via Appia Antica, where the Villas
of Herodes Atticus would later be built, followed by the Imperial Palace of Maxentius — a substantial
residential complex had already been constructed between the 2nd century B.C. and the 1st century
A.D. It was designed with decentralization in mind, so the various residential clusters would not alter
the natural landscape and topography of the area. The complex featured a double-gallery cryptoporticus,
wells dug into the tuff, water cisterns made of flint conglomerate at the highest point of the hill, and two
small chamber-type nymphaca along the slope leading down to the Via Appia.

This estate, whose exact boundaries are uncertain but are generally understood to lie between the
Almone River, the Via Appia Antica, and the Via Appia Nuova, belonged to the wealthy and powerful
Annii family. In the 2nd century A.D., it came into the possession of Herodes Atticus as part of the dowry
brought to him by his young bride, Annia Regilla, scion of the noble Roman gens.*

Herodes, whose life is recounted in detail by the author Philostratus,’ came from an extremely wealthy
and noble Athenian family. He was a man of great culture who, thanks to his social standing and talents -
which were further enhanced by his marriage to the 4n7ii® — managed to forge important relationships
in the highest echelons of Roman politics, eventually becoming Governor of Greece and Asia and tutor to
the Emperors Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus, who, incidentally, belonged to that noble Roman gens.”

It was the estate that Herodes Atticus and Annia Regilla vowed to restore to its former glory,
transforming it into their own classic praedium: a vast tract of cultivated land that extended as a broad
expanse of fields, vineyards, olive groves, woods, meadows, the modest rural dwellings of those who
worked the land, as well as cisterns, canals, orchards, animal enclosures — everything needed to sustain
a small, self-sufficient economic center. At the heart of this farm stood the main villa, which Herodes
Atticus completely renovated by adding living quarters, frescoed rooms, possibly a private hippodrome,
and, set apart from the main structure, private baths.

Upon the death of his wife around 160 AD, under mysterious circumstances that also led to a murder
charge against Herodes — who was later acquitted thanks to the intervention of Emperor Marcus Aurelius,
his disciple® — the entire property bounded by the waters of the Almone, a boundary that was also
symbolic of an estate conceived from the outset as a repository of high symbolic, sacred, and spiritual
value,” was consecrated to various deities and to the enduring memory of Annia Regilla. The entire villa

3 Given the soldiers’ custom of burying the dead near their encampments, the presence of a military necropolis at the
third mile of the Appian Way — precisely in the area where Maxentius would most likely have the first Christian church in Rome
built, the Basilica Apostolorum, now known as San Sebastiano fuori le Mura (Jastrzebowska 1982, 223-229)—and the fact that
this necropolis housed not only the remains of ordinary Christian Praetorian soldiers but also Protectores, Equites Singulares,
Tribunes, and high-ranking officers, suggests that this Christian military burial ground was closely linked to the Praetorian
Castrum at the third mile of the Appian Way (Quilici 1989, 42) and directly connected to Maxentius’s Imperial Villa. The
circular basilica built by Maxentius himself was a tribute to his loyal soldiers, intended to replace the previous burial ground not
only in its funerary function but also in its cultic one — a “martyrion” erected to commemorate the martyr Sebastian, a tribune of
the First Practorian Cohort according to ancient sources, killed during the reign of Diocletian (Serra, Cecini 2022,295-297).

4 Calza, Pisani Sartorio 1976, 139.
Philostratus, Lives of the Sophists (Life of Herodes).

5
6 For a reconstruction of Herodes Atticus’s family and his aristocratic network, see Bowersock 1969, 89-105.
7  Cimadomo, Griffo 2023, 34-42.

8 Montanari 2020, 225.

9 Inthisregard, De Cristofaro’s insight is particularly interesting, as it opens up the possibility that the Pagus Triopius
was conceived and built as a celebratory, cultic, and cultural site modeled on Villa Adriana, years before Annia Regilla’s death:
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and its appurtenances were transformed into what doctrine and tradition have come to know as “Pagus
Triopius,’'* a sort of heroon or temenos with strong celebratory and religious connotations, where all
the spaces, temples, and sacred enclosures were dedicated to deities such as Minerva and Nemesis, the
goddess Hecate, the Eleusinian deities Ceres and Proserpina, and the Manes."" The land designated by
Herodes for this new religious function saw its role as a “sanctuary” enhanced by the waters of the sacred
river Almon that bordered it.'?

The death of Annia Regilla constitutes one of the most controversial and politically significant
episodes in the biography of Herodes Atticus, not only because of the obscure circumstances surrounding
it, but above all because of the way the Athenian sophist subsequently sought to shape its public memory
through a comprehensive program of monuments and cults along the Via Appia.

The Death of Regilla, the Transformation of the Triopio and the “Triopee” Inscriptions

Thisstory, handed down primarily by Philostratus and supplemented by epigraphicand archaeological
evidence relating to the so-called Pago Triopio, lies at the intersection of aristocratic self-representation,
the public construction of mourning, and family propaganda within the Roman-Greek elite of the 2nd
century AD.

According to a hostile tradition, already reported by ancient sources and taken up by modern
historiography, her death was allegedly caused by beatings inflicted by Alcimedonte, a freedman of
Herodes. The latter is said to have acted on his master’s orders or at least within the context of domestic
violence tolerated by the same."® The gravity of the incident was amplified by the woman’s senatorial

“From this perspective, the construction of the Triopio in the years immediately following the marriage appears as a tool for
the rhetorician’s cultural integration in Rome. Dynastic loyalty is intertwined with a pride that uses cultural identity as a tool
of political dialectic: dating the sanctuary to the early years of the marriage (ca. 141-146) seems to me not only a plausible
hypothesis but also, for various reasons, preferable to a later chronology. With their move to Greece after 146 AD, the couple
never returned to Rome; the Triopio, in a certain sense, also serves as a permanent reification, a sort of manifesto of values
(loyalty to the imperial house, marital harmony, biculturalism) intended to ideally compensate for Herodes’s physical absence
from the city” (De Cristofaro 2021, 113).

10  The use of the name “Pago Triopio,” first introduced by Ennio Quirino Visconti in the late 18th century and widely
used in both scholarly and popular contexts, is not, however, universally accepted, and has in fact recently been criticized as
inappropriate in a recent publication (De Cristofaro 2021, 111).

11 The Pago Triopio likely derives its name from the famous sanctuary of Demeter at Cnidus, known as the Triopeion
(Calza, Pisani Sartorio 1976, 137).

12 The waters of the Almone, a river sacred to the Romans, linked to the cult of life and fertility and particularly
devoted to the cult of the Magna Mater Cybele, are fed by springs flowing from the outermost reaches of the lava flow of the
Alban Hills; as a result, the river’s waters are highly mineralized, slightly acidic, and rich in carbonates and nitrates. There was
likely even a cult of the Nitrodi Nymphs attested in the area during the Roman era, as the discovery of a fragment of a votive
relief depicting a nymph in the Circus of Maxentius would seem to demonstrate; this may have been an ex-voto, part of a
collection of decorative material from the area of Herodes Atticus’s Triopion, bearing the dedicatory inscription [Nymphis N]
itrodibus (Luschi 2021, 344-347). Likewise, it would not seem far-fetched to think that even the beautiful Nymphaeum fed
by the waters of the Almone and adjacent to the temple now known as Sant’ Urbano alla Caffarella — which was also part of
the Triopion and perhaps conceived as the Heroon of Annia Regilla (Montanari 2020), and most likely extensively renovated
by Maxentius (Blanco 2014)—was dedicated precisely to the river god Almone and the Nitrodi Nymphs. De Cristofaro
2014, 43, comments on this as follows: “The statue of the god Almone demonstrates that, among the themes represented in
the sculptural decoration, the reference to the cult of the Magna Mater played a significant role. This is not surprising, since,
as we have seen, the Nymphaeum was designed in close connection with the small river sacred to the goddess of Pessinus.
The personification of the god, likely together with other sculptures depicting Cybele, Attis, or other figures associated with
the cult of the goddess, must have enlivened a small landscape with a broadly sacred connotation, made even more evocative
and compelling by the immediate proximity of the Almone itself” Ibid., see note 65: “The statue of the god Almone is not,
however, the only image linked to the Magna Mater originating from the Villa of Herodes Atticus. From the vicinity of S.
Urbano, for example, comes an antefix depicting the image of the Magna Mater flanked by lions, who, on a barge, is sailing up
the Tiber toward Rome, which could well have belonged to the decoration of the Nymphaeum of Egeria.”

13 Borg2018,317-318.
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rank and her husband’s eminent position—he had been tutor to the imperial princes and was a figure of
extraordinary cultural and political prestige.

Although Herodes Atticus was formally acquitted of the charges, the suspicion of uxoricide continued
to weigh on his public image. Ancient tradition suggests that Regilla’s death was perceived not only as
a family tragedy but as a reputational crisis capable of undermining the moral authority of the great
Athenian benefactor. In particular, the accusations appear to have been strongly supported by the Roman
circle of Regilla’s family and, above all, by her brother, Bradua, who is said to have fueled the suspicion that
Herodes was directly responsible for his wife’s death.'® The affair thus takes on the contours of a political
and symbolic clash between a Greek aristocrat who had become immensely powerful thanks to imperial
favor and the ancient Roman senatorial nobility, which viewed with suspicion the rise of provincial figures
capable of amassing immense wealth and an almost “dynastic” prestige. From this perspective, Herod’s
reaction appears as a sophisticated attempt to re-inscribe the memory of his wife within a monumental
narrative capable, at the same time, of celebrating Regilla and implicitly exonerating her husband.

It is precisely in this context that the founding of the Pago Triopio along the Appian Way should be
understood. After Regilla’s death, Herodes Atticus promoted the monumentalization of a vast suburban
area by creating a sanctuary-garden that included vineyards, meadows, fruit trees, a cenotaph dedicated
to his wife, and a temple consecrated to Demeter and Faustina the Elder, who was identified as the “New
Demeter”."” The inscriptions found in the area clearly show the intention to transform the site into a space
of sacred and dynastic memory, where Regilla was elevated as a paradigm of feminine virtue and nearly
deified through her association with Demeter and the imperial cult. Recent scholarship has interpreted
the Triopion as a true architecture of memory, a sophisticated instrument of political self-representation,
in which private mourning was transformed into a public display of aristocratic pieas,'® Herodes’ final
attempt to counter the accusations of uxoricide and turn an event potentially damaging to his reputation
into an exemplary demonstration of conjugal devotion and dynastic continuity."”

The deities of the Triopion mentioned above, and the creation of sacred precincts dedicated to them
within the estate, are known to us through a group of six inscriptions,'® including two Greek epigrams;
the discovery of sculptures related to the Triope; the monuments mentioned in the inscriptions; and the
existing structures on the site attributable to the complex.

Here, the Triopian inscriptions are of interest because the curses, warnings, and restrictions they contain
would have represented, for a man of that time, an insurmountable limitation, a deterrent, and a threat
potentially far more compelling on a religious level than any legal sanction.”” This topic is particularly
relevant in light of the subsequent developments of the Pago Triopio and its associated lands: as we have
seen, the entire area was taken over by Emperor Maxentius and transformed into his imposing Imperial Villa.

All the ancient sources that have come down to us describe Maxentius as an extremely pious and
devout man even superstitious, according to his most hostile critics*® and certainly not someone capable

14 Ibid., 317-318.

15 1bid., 317-318. Faustina the Flder, wife of Antoninus Pius, was deified after her death. With deification came
assimilation into the cult of Demeter/Ceres, hence the distinction between the ancient and the new Demeter.

16 Barbara Borg (Borg 2018, 327) observed that the monument was conceived “as much a monument to himself as to
her)” thus underscoring the deeply self-reflective nature of the entire memorial complex.

17 W reiterate the very explicit position of Barbara Borg (Borg 2018, 327), who stated that the sacralization of the
Pago Triopio was “a message to his Roman relations and an attempt further to disprove Bradua’s accusations of Regilla’s murder.”

18  These inscriptions have recently been republished and reexamined in an updated manner, taking into account the
most recent scholarly publications on the subject, in Re, Serafini 2023, pp. 9-126.

19 Re, Serafini 2023, 19-20.
20  Serra, Cecini 2022, 209-222 and 253-369.
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of mocking or deliberately ignoring religious obligations and curses (a74:) of this kind. As highlighted by
the most recent comprehensive historical-legal reconstruction of Maxentius and the tetrarchic context
(see below, note?'), these elements must be interpreted within a framework whose fundamental features
are now well established, based on an integrated analysis of legal and literary sources and not significantly
revised by subsequent scholarship. Within this framework, it is highly probable that Maxentius not
only took into account the warnings issued by Herodes Atticus for the protection of his Triopion, but
also acted in full compliance with the law, as we will attempt to demonstrate in the following pages.
The hypothesis that he may not only have ignored the Triopian curses but even proceeded to bury his
eldest son — without possessing full title or legitimate right — in an area consecrated to the gods of the
underworld, thereby exposing his body and spirit to their vengeful wrath, is difficult to sustain.

Let us briefly review the content of these Triopian curses to better address the core of our examination.
The first two inscriptions,” which are practically identical, are carved on two columns of cipollino marble,
five and a half meters tall and nearly eighty centimeters wide, currently housed at the MANN.? These
columns, discovered just past the Mausoleum of Cecilia Metella in the direction of Capo di Bove,* may
have once adorned a building or structure at the entrance to the Triopion.

The text of the inscriptions describes the two columns as sacred to the deities Demeter and Kore,”
and to other gods of the underworld; it warns that no one, if they value their own well-being, should dare
to remove them from Herodes’ Triopion, located at the third mile of the Appian Way, since the goddess
Enodia* stands as their guardian. We know that these columns were still in place when Maxentius
completed the construction of his imperial villa, and they were removed from their original location no
earlier than the Sth or 6th centuries AD.”

The two main epigraphic texts relating to the Triopio are two short poems in Greek? written by the
poet Marcellus of Side, a friend of Herodes Atticus. These poems are inscribed on two stelae carved from
Pentelic marble, which originated in Greece and may have come from quarries owned by Herodes.*” The
two stelae were discovered in the early 17th century in the area adjacent to the Basilica of Saint Sebastian
Outside the Walls. Thus, like the inscriptions at the MANN, they were found in situ with respect to their
probable original location. Purchased by the Borghese Princes, the stelae were later sold to Napoleon
in 1807 and are now housed at the Louvre Museum, while exact copies from the early 19th century
remain at Villa Borghese in Rome.* In the first inscription, Marcellus of Side offers a eulogy of Annia
Regilla, presenting her as a heroine and demigoddess. He celebrates her descent from Aeneas and her
many virtues, emphasizing that her memory is honored not through a temple or a tomb, since she was

21  For an extensive discussion of Maxentius from a philosophical-religious perspective, as well as its consistent reflection
on the political level, see Serra, Cecini 2022, especially chapters 8, 11-12 (by M. Cecini), which offer a comprehensive historical-
legal reconstruction of the Tetrarchic context and the figure of Maxentius. For a more recent contribution, see also Serra, Conesa
Navarro 2026, which essentially summarizes the argumentative framework and findings already established in the aforementioned
monograph, without introducing significant new elements or offering a critical revision of the examined documentation.

22 Re, Serafini 2023, 32.

23 National Archaeological Museum of Naples.

24  De Cristofaro 2021, 9.

25  Persephone

26 Goddess of roads, animals, and cemeteries, often identified with Hecate.
27  Re, Serafini 2023, 33.

28  Ivi, 39.

29 Ivi, 50.

30 Re, Serafini 2023, 39-52.
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neither goddess nor mortal and therefore neither divine nor funerary offerings are appropriate for her?'.
Instead, her memory is honored through a statue to which honors and incense are offered, in the sacred
fields dedicated to the goddesses New Demeter and Old Demeter, so that just as the gods care for and
protect heroes and demigods, they may take Regilla under their protection, this heroine who had long
served them in life.*

In the second inscription, the Attic deities Minerva and Nemesis* are invoked, asking them to honor
and frequent the sanctuary he established and dedicated to them. There is also a bucolic and evocative
description of the Roman countryside that characterized the Triopion, with wheat fields, rows of vines
and olive groves, groves alternating with vineyards, pastures, and rolling meadows, all enclosed by a
boundary wall that runs around the sacred area, making it inviolable. This is followed by a warning to the
inhabitants of the villages and surrounding suburbs not to violate the peace of the sanctuary by making
alterations, plundering, or burying anyone who is not a descendant of Herodes and his wife Regilla.**

Finally, there is a last group of inscriptions, likely commissioned not by Herodes Atticus but by
his son Bradua, the only one of the couple’s six children to survive his father’s death in 177 AD. The
relationship between Herodes and Bradua was conflictual: the father considered his son dim-witted and
foolish,* despite the son’s subsequent career and the very high offices he held, which proved otherwise,
and went so far as to disinherit him of his share of the inheritance.?® Bradua nevertheless inherited the

lands bequeathed to him by his mother, including the praedia along the Via Appia and the Triopion.?’

The first inscription attributed to Bradua’s patronage is found on a column that served as the base for
a statue of Annia Regilla, now housed in the Capitoline Museums. This column bears the famous epithet
of Annia Regilla as the “light of the house,” wife of Herodes and the actual owner of the land where the
column originally stood. During the reign of Maxentius, the column was reused, turned upside down, as a
milestone.*® Regilla’s significant epithet, “light of the house,” also appears on a fragmented slab of Lunense
marble found at Capo di Bove, which was later reused as flooring for the baths located there, perhaps
during the reign of Maxentius, who renovated the entire complex. This second inscription does not
provide enough details to establish a chronology, but it is not implausible that it too was commissioned by
her son Bradua, heir to the property, given its redundancy with the first®. The last inscription attributable
to this third phase of the Triopion involving Bradua — following the first from the happy years of Herod’s
marriage to Regilla and the second from its transformation into a memorial sanctuary after her death — is
an epigraph likely belonging to what was once the cenotaph of Annia Regilla, described and published
for the first time in 1676 but now unfortunately lost. From this extremely important inscription, we
know that Regilla’s body was buried in Greece alongside her husband; that, if not her tomb, there was

31 Ibid., 43, with the Italian translation of the original Greek in lines 43—45 of the short poem A.

32 Pomeroy 2007, pp. 90-95, for a detailed discussion of Annia Regilla’s role as Priestess of Demeter at Olympia.
Regilla was also related to Faustina the Elder, the ‘New Demeter’, and was the aunt of the future emperor Marcus Aurelius.

33 Serra, Cecini 2022, 341-343: the goddess Nemesis may have held particular significance in the philosophical-
religious outlook of Maxentius, who was the subsequent owner of the lands belonging to the Triopion, and who may have
chosen to build his villa at the third mile of the Via Appia precisely because of the mystical and religious significance of the
site, as we shall attempt to demonstrate.

34 Visconti 1794, 6.

35 Among the various offices he held during his political career, Bradua was in fact Consul in 185 AD, Archon of
Athens, and Provincial Governor.

36  Philostratus, Life of Herodes, 558.
37  Re, Serafini 2023, 56-57.
38  Ibid., 35-38.

39  Ibid., 58-61. It should be noted, however, that Herodes Atticus was the first to use this very particular nickname to
refer to his wife, as demonstrated by the tomb inscription of Regilla in Greece, near Athens (Zbid., 59-60).
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a cenotaph in the Triopion where her memory was perpetuated; and that her son (Bradua himself)) was
enrolled among the patricians of Rome during the reign of Antoninus Pius. It is worth noting that
Maxentius’s intervention does not appear to have affected the inscriptions commissioned by Herodes
Atticus containing curses and religious vows, which were found iz sizu and thus were not reused by the
emperor. In contrast, the supports of the subsequent inscriptions commissioned by Bradua, which were
apparently unbound, were reused for various purposes, such as milestones or new paving. We will shortly
delve into the heart of Massenzio’s action on property; before doing so, however, we must consider the
true legal nature of the Pagus Triopius.

The Legal Nature of the Pagus Triopius and the Role of the Princeps

From alegal standpoint, the case of the Pagus Triopius appears quite unique and not easily interpreted.
It is a monumentalized private sanctuary serving memorial (for Annia Regilla), cultic (Demeter, Kore,
Nemesis, chthonic deities), and legal-sacred functions, demarcated as an inviolable space. However,
although it bears strong similarities to sacralized funerary areas, it is not a burial ground in the strict
sense.*! The so-called Triopean inscriptions explicitly establish a sacred boundary that seems to prohibit
anyone not belonging to Herod’s line of descent from altering the site or burying the dead, threatening
divine punishment upon transgressors.

To legally classify the Triopio and determine the binding nature of its restrictions, one must begin with
the distinction between res sacrae, res religiosae,”* and properties intended solely for private religious use.
The classification of a res as “sacred” depends exclusively on a public process of consecratio, which in the
Republican erawas subject to an iussum populi.* In the transition to the principate, thisinstitutional authority
was progressively absorbed by the princeps. As the jurists Ulpian and Marcian indicate, loca sacra are such
only if publicly dedicated on the initiative of the princeps or a person authorized by him,* although ritual
correctness continues to depend on the pontifical college.® In the absence of this formal procedural process,
a dedication remains confined to the private sphere.* In light of these considerations, the Triopion cannot
be equated with res sacrae, since it lacks a public consecratio and therefore remains part of the patrimonial
sphere of Herod’s successors, nor fully with res religiosae, due to the absence of a body and an actual burial.
It thus constitutes a liminal space, an atypical form of religious res. The epigraphic prohibitions do not
constitute a technical comsecration, but rather establish a voluntary and symbolic bond of r¢/igio, intrinsically
revocable or modifiable, akin to the more fluid regime of ornamenta and pecunia sacra.”’

This “weak” characterization of the bond is fundamental for understanding Maxentius’ subsequent
intervention and the delicate issue of profanatio. The loss of sacrum status, when formalized, required a
public act symmetrical and inverse to consecratio, thus falling within the same prerogatives of the princeps.

40  Ibid., 55-57. Bradua was consul in the year 185 AD, archon of Athens, and provincial governor.

41  Aswe have seen, the body of Annia Regilla was buried in Greece, in Athens, alongside that of her husband Herodes
Atticus.

42 On the regime of res religiosae and the configuration of ius sepulchri, see Ulp. 1 inst., in D. 1.8.6.2—4; Ulp. 25 ad ed.,
Paul. 27 ad ed., in D. 11.7.2, 6, 8, 14 (De religiosis et sumptibus funerum); as well as, regarding the criminal protection of the
tomb, Ulp. 56 ad ed., Paul. 5 sent., in D. 47.12.1, 3 (De sepulchro violato), in Corpus Iuris Civilis, I: Digesta, ed. Th. Mommsen
— P. Kriiger, Berlin, Weidmann, 1870 (facsimile reprint). See also the English translation in A. Watson (ed.), 7he Digest of
Justinian, Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985, esp. at loc.

43 Fiori 2023, 42—-44; on the requirement of fussum populi for the validity of the consecration, see pp. 47-52.

44  Ulp.68aded., D. 1.8.9 pr. -1: “locus publicus tunc sacer fit, cum princeps eum dedicavit vel dedicandi dedit potestatem”;
see Fiori 2023, 43-44.

45  Fiori 2023, 43-44 and note 24.
46 1bid., 43-45.
47 Ibid., 45-46.
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However, since the Triopion was not a 7es sacra in the technical sense, it did not belong to those categories
for which a formal profanatio was necessary to change its status.

Maxentius’s action thus constitutes not a formal profanatio, but rather a paradigmatic case of imperial
re-semantization of space. As princeps and pontifex maximus, he did not have to formally revoke a restriction
that did not exist under public law; instead, he was able to integrate the pre-existing religious value into a
new political and dynastic project.”’ By incorporating the Mausoleum and interring the body of his son
Valerius Romulus there, Maxentius did not destroy the sacred dimension intended by Herodes Atticus,” but
rather appropriated its symbolic significance, filling the original void that had prevented the site from being
a tomb in every sense. This act transformed the space from a place sanctified only symbolically into a true
res religiosa, creating ex novo the legal prerequisites of the ius sepulchri®' and fully activating, without further
ambiguity, the funerary status of the Jocus. A Jocus in which temples, altars, and sacred enclosures were
vigorously brought back to life through the restoration, restitution, and repurposing ordered by Maxentius.>

Maxentius: Between Family Continuity, Imperial Power, and the Reinterpretation
of the Sacred

In light of the considerations outlined thus far, it is possible to propose an interpretive hypothesis aimed
at explaining Maxentius’s decision to intervene on the Triopion complex not merely as an appropriation of
an abandoned aristocratic space, but as a deliberate effort to ensure continuity and to restore its sacred value.

Thus, the possible existence of a family connection—a hypothesis we wish to propose here—between
Maxentius’s gens and that of Herodes Atticus and Annia Regilla takes on preliminary significance.
Although it is known with certainty that Maxentius owned those lands, there is no evidence that they
were part of the imperial demesne as early as the 3rd century AD, as some have hypothesized. The very
fact that the property had passed to an emperor in the 4th century AD had, in fact, been sufficient in the
past to suggest that as early as the Severan era the lands had become part of the fiscus Caesaris, a fate that
had indeed befallen several praedia in the suburb,’® but certainly not all of them, since numerous others
remained in private hands.>* The transmission of family heritage and memory through the line of the
Herodian couple’s eldest son, Tiberius Claudius Marcus Appius Atilius Bradua Regillus Atticus, may
instead have formed the basis of a claim to dynastic continuity.

In this context, Maxentius’s choice of the Triopion as the burial site for his eldest son Romulus takes
on a significance that transcends mere topographical or monumental expediency. By exploiting precisely,
the structural ambiguity and “liminal” status of the complex—a space that was legally available yet deeply
imbued with symbolic and ritual significance—the emperor was able to intervene at the site without
violating its status.>’

Maxentius’s action thus found dual justification: on the one hand, the presumed family continuity;

48  Ibid., 58-62,70-72.

49  This interpretation finds further confirmation in the differentiated regime which, according to Roberto Fiori’s
recent reconstruction — adopted here — characterizes res distinct from Joca: while for the latter, sacredness requires solemn
forms for both acquisition and loss, for other properties the transition between the sacred and the profane can occur in a much
more fluid manner, even through simple acts of designation or management (Fiori 2023, 71 ff.).

50 Cimadomo, Griffo 2023, 17; De Cristofaro 2021, 109-110.
51  Swupra, note 42.

52 Cimadomo, Griffo 2023, 19-22, 61-62,70, 101-102.

S3  Calza, Pisani Sartorio 1976, 147.

54  Volpe 2000, 204; De Cristofaro 2021, 119.

55  cf. Gai 2.5-6; D. 1.8.6.3-4 (Marcian.), and Fiori 2023, 43-45.
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on the other, his claim to imperial power. This duality allowed him to interpret his intervention not as
a violation of the sacred, but as an act of succession and the consummation of the pre-existing religious
bond. While the reference to descent from the family of Herodes Atticus justified, on ideological and
moral grounds, compliance with the epigraphic prohibitions, the centralized role of princeps and pontifex
maximus conferred upon him the highest authority in managing relations between men and gods.*

By virtue of this dual role, the repurposing of the Triopion carried out by Maxentius unfolded in
two complementary directions, without ever requiring any explicit formal desacralization.’” First, he
recognized and maintained the site’s preexisting sacred value. Second, he positively intervened on the
site by introducing that actual funerary dimension (through the interment of Romulus’s body) which
perfected its status, transforming the original cenotaphic intention into a full-fledged consecration.’®
It follows that the emperor did not merely reuse a pre-existing space, but carried out a genuine
sacramental refoundation. The original private religious bond was integrated and strengthened through
a legal and public act of burial, validated by the political role of the new owner. At the same time, the
monumentalization of the area, through the construction of the Mausoleum, the Circus, and the Imperial
Villa, allowed this sacredness to be situated within a broader political and ideological project, in which
imperial power took root and was legitimized through proximity to the divine.

From this perspective, the Triopion of the Maxentius era stands as a #zicum in the Roman landscape:
a complex in which private dimension, family heritage, and imperial authority converge into a unified
system, where the distinction between sacrum and profanum is not abolished, but masterfully reworked.
Maxentius thus appears not as a violator of the sacred, but as its interpreter and refounder, capable of
placing his own dynasty within a continuity that he himself brought into being.

A Critical Note on the Plausibility of Genealogical Continuity Between Maxentius
and the Family Group of Herodes Atticus

The hypothesis of a family connection between Maxentius and the family of Herodes Atticus, traced
through the line of Tiberius Claudius Marcus Appius Atilius Bradua Regillus Atticus, warrants critical
evaluation from both historical and methodological perspectives, distinct from a strictly legal one. In the
previous analysis, we attempted to demonstrate that, atleast from a formal and legal standpoint, Maxentius
would not have needed to be a direct heir of the Herodian couple to undertake construction projects on
lands that had belonged to the Pagus Triopius. His authority as princeps and the legally tenuous religious
ties to what, in all respects and strictly speaking, remained a res profana, would not have required further
justification. Yet the hypothesis of direct genealogical continuity is not untenable for several reasons. It
would also meet the needs — if not legal, then at least personal and moral - of a figure like Maxentius,
described by sources as particularly pious, devout, and respectful of traditional Roman religion®” and of
the sacred bonds established, even if privately, before the deities, regardless of whether they were more
or less strongly recognized by law.’ First, the social structure of the great Roman aristocracy of the 2nd

56 Ulp. 68 ad ed., D. 1.8.9 pr.-1; Fiori 2023, 44.
57  Fiori 2023, 58-62.

58 Cf. D. 11.7 (de religiosis et sumptibus funerum); Gai 2.4-6: on the divini iuris character of res religiosae and their
exclusion from commerce; Fiori 2023, 44-45.

59  Serra, Cecini 2022, 188.

60  Ibid., 277-278: “The combined emphasis placed on the customs of the Fathers and on the ancient Roman office
of the Censor seems to evoke an austerity, a moral rigor, and an inflexibility in behavior and demeanor that formed the basis
of the Mos Maiorum advocated by the most famous of the censores, Marcus Porcius Cato. Maxentius’s Rome was by then
completely different from Cato’s; what must have seemed scandalous to the latter was probably entirely normal for Maxentius.
Nevertheless, the severe attitude toward oneself and one’s own behavior — which was intended to be guided and inspired by
fundamental and inviolable principles — need not necessarily have changed much over the centuries for those who drew upon

»

the ideals cherished by the ancient Mores (authors' translation)
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and 3rd centuries CE makes the existence of bonds of continuity between senatorial families plausible in
theory, even across multiple generations. The matrimonial and patrimonial strategies of the elites tended
to preserve — through alliances and adoptions — control over property and family memory, especially
when connected to places of strong symbolic and monumental value.

In this context, the Triopion was well suited to being passed on, reused, or reabsorbed within elite
social circles, possibly connected to the imperial court. However, we wish to propose here that Maxentius
was related, through his Syrian mother Eutropia,® to the gens Annia. The fact that a figure so closely
associated with Maxentius’s regime and unwaveringly loyal to him throughout his reign (306-312 AD),
such as Gaius Annius Anullinus,® belonged to the gens sharing the zomen with the family of Annia
Regilla can be interpreted, albeit cautiously, as an initial clue, though certainly not the only one. Among
Maxentius’s various high-ranking officials, Anullinus deserves special mention, as he was in fact his auctor
imperii when, sent by the Western Augustus Flavius Severus to suppress the Maxentian revolt in Rome,
he defected with nearly the entire army under his command to the side of Maximian’s son, completely
overturning the political and military balance in the latter’s favor.®® Any family connection between
Maxentius and Anullinus would shed new light on the nature of his enduringloyalty to the emperor, even
when circumstances would have suggested a lesser attachment to a regime that, following Constantine’s
numerous victories in northern Italy, now appeared to be on the brink of collapse.

61  On Eutropia, mother of Maxentius and a prominent figure at the Tetrarchic court, see PLRE 1, Eutropia 1, 316;
Lactantius, De mort. pers. 27; Aurelius Victor, De Caesaribus, 39.25. Tradition presents her as a woman of high rank, integrated
into the empire’s aristocratic circles, although of Eastern origin. On the role of women in the Tetrarchic aristocracy in forming
political alliances, see Barnes 1981, 30-33.

62 Serra, Cecini 2022, 215: “We agree with the arguments that support and reiterate the reconstruction now considered
certain by much of historiography, which identifies Gaius Annius Anullinus, Proconsul in Africain 303-305, with the ordinary
consul of the same name from 295 and with the Praefectus Urbi of 306-307, a loyal supporter of Maxentius. As noted in the
study, Anullinus was still Praefectus Urbi on October 28, 312, but remained so for only one month, as by the end of November
he was removed by Constantine. This appointment by Maxentius immediately before the battle that would cost him his life
could be seen as a reward for some service rendered, as we shall see shortly, just as Constantine’s immediate removal could be
understood as a punishment. Constantine likely considered Gaius Annius too compromised by the previous regime, a staunch
supporter of his rival Maxentius from the very beginning of his usurpation. However, while Constantine did not trust the
senator — whom he considered too close to Maxentius — enough to keep him in office, removing him just one month after
his appointment as Urban Prefect, it was nonetheless in his best interest not to completely alienate the Anullini family. It is
therefore very likely that Constantine sought to reassure the powerful senatorial family by appointing, as Proconsul of Africa
for the months immediately following his seizure of power in Rome, a member of the Anullini family — perhaps the son of the
elder Gaius Annius - as has already been argued by historians. The presence at that time of the legatus Numidiae, Gaius Annius
Ceionius Anullinus — mentioned in an inscription from Thignica dated to 313 AD, perhaps the nephew of the renowned
Gaius Annius and son of the new Proconsul of Africa appointed by Constantine — appears to demonstrate the new Emperor’s
willingness and diplomatic skill in “compensating” the powerful senatorial family, whose most eminent member he had just
removed from all government office, with multiple appointments to important and prestigious roles in the wealthy African
province. With this gesture, he showed clearly that the political expediency of removing Anullinus from the Urban Prefecture -
who, despite his accumulated prestige and experience, had become particularly compromised by the previous regime — did not
affect the trust the new sovereign placed in the powerful gezs and its other members. For Constantine, appointing as Proconsul
of Africa the son of the man who had governed the province for several years, both before and during the reign of Maxentius,
meant ensuring continuity, stability, and efficiency in administrative management. See Serra and Cecini 2022 for a specific
discussion of Anullinus’s role, particularly regarding the two “anonymous” imperial letters in Book X of Eusebius of Caesarea’s
Historia Ecclesiastica, which, in our view, have been improperly attributed to Constantine by historiography. In the same
monograph, see especially Chapter 8, authored by Cecini, for a critical analysis of Anullinus’s letter to Constantine concerning
the restitution of property seized from the Church in Africa, presented by Augustine of Hippo and recorded in the minutes
of the “Gestae Collationis Carthaginiensis” Our study attempts to show that the sender of the letter is Gaius Anullinus, a key
figure during the years of Maxentius’s regime, while the actual recipient is Maxentius himself. According to our reconstruction,
Maxentius, not Constantine, would also be the author of the two anonymous letters presented in Book X of Eusebius.

63 Zosimus, 2, 10, 1: “Maximian Galerius, having learned of this, sent Severus Caesar against Maxentius with an army.
But while Severus was advancing from Milan with several legions of Moors, Maxentius bribed his troops with money, and
even the court prefect, Anullinus, and thus defeated him with great ease. At that point, Severus fled to Ravenna, a strong and
populous city, supplied with sufficient provisions for himself and his soldiers (tda).”
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Eutropia’s noble status is implicitly demonstrated by her marital history. Even in the period immediately
preceding Diocletian’s rise to power, the senior ranks of the Roman army were dominated by figures of
proven experience and prestige, among whom Afranius Annibalianus and Maximianus stood out, both of
whom had been trained under Aurelian and Probus.* However, while Maximian emerges from the sources
as an officer of modest origins, destined to build his legitimacy through his military career and Diocletian’s
favor, Annibalianus’s position appears different: he was already part of the highest military and political
circles of his time and was likely linked, through marriage, to the Syrian noblewoman Eutropia.®®

Eutropia’s marriage to Hannibalianus constitutes a significant indication of her belonging to
an aristocratic milieu. This union should be interpreted as an expression of a structural dynamic
characteristic of the third century, marked by the progressive interaction between emerging military elites
and traditional aristocracies.®® In a context marked by the rise of military officers, often from humble
backgrounds, who viewed a military career as their main path to social advancement, forming marital ties
with families of long-standing prestige became a key means of legitimizing their status. At the same time,
the provincial and senatorial aristocracies, while retaining significant symbolic and patrimonial capital,
found themselves, after decades of endemic military crisis in the third century, increasingly marginalized
from direct power. This gave them an incentive to reestablish their influence through such alliances.®”
Within this context, the subsequent dissolution of the marriage to Annibalianus and Eutropia’s union
with Maximian® appear as moments within the same logic of integration between aristocratic prestige
and military power. After Diocletian’s rise to power (284 AD), this dynamic could be further leveraged to
build a more stable political equilibrium, in which Maximian, destined to become his imperial colleague,
occupied a central position.”” The union with Eutropia, in fact, made it possible to compensate, on a dynastic
and symbolic level, for Maximian’s humble origins, granting him access to a higher-ranking social circle and
thus contributing to the establishment of his imperial legitimacy as the future Augustus of the West.”” The

64  Pasqualini 1979, 14.

65  On Eutropia’s first marriage to Afranius Hannibalianus, see PLRE I, Afranius Hannibalianus 3, 407-408; PIR*H
14. Hannibalianus is attested as a prominent figure in the Tetrarchic circle, active in military and administrative spheres; his
career, far from coming to an end after Eutropia’s marriage to Maximian, appears to have strengthened, suggesting a possible
strategic reorganization of aristocratic alliances. On the marriage between Eutropia and Maximian, see PLRE I, Maximianus
8, pp- 573-574; Lactantius, De mort. pers. 8—9. Given Maximian’s relatively modest origins, this union is often interpreted as
serving to legitimize his aristocratic status, consistent with the marriage practices of the late-antique imperial elite.

66 For further discussion on elites and power dynamics in the 3rd—4th centuries: Barnes 1982, 45-72.
67 For further discussion on elites and power dynamics in the 3rd—4th centuries: Barnes 1982, 45-72.

68  Pasqualini 1979, 15: “The marriage of Eutropia, a woman wed to a general who already enjoyed great prestige and who
undoubtedly belonged to Diocletian’s inner circle, would have provided Maximian with a further springboard to a more brilliant
career, one that concluded — perhaps in a manner unforeseeable even to the man himself — with his ascension to the throne”

69  In the year between the death of Carus in August 283 and that of his successor in the East, Numerian, in September
284, the conspiracy of officers that would bring Diocletian to power two months later must have likely formed around him
(Roberto 2014, 23-35). We cannot know whether Maximian was in the East before this date, since the years preceding
Maximian’s election as Caesar are rather obscure due to the near-total absence of sources, and nothing certain can be said
on the matter. Certainly, Maximian must have been among the officers who conspired to ensure that Diocles — who, upon
assuming the purple, Latinized his name to Diocletian — would take command of the Eastern army. Implicit evidence of this
may be found in the fact that Maximian was proclaimed Caesar as early as 285, which could be interpreted as a sign of a long-
standing agreement between him and Diocletian (Barnes 1981, 6; Williams 1997, 43-44).

70  Porena 2018, 83: Not only did Maximian emerge with enhanced prestige and lineage from his marriage to the
noblewoman Eutropia, but her former husband, Annibalianus, was also rewarded for his “renunciation” with a dazzling career.
In 284-286, in fact, with Diocletian’s accession to the throne, Annibalianus became Practorian Prefect for the West. Two years
later, upon Maximian’s elevation to Augustus in 286, he became Diocletian’s Practorian Prefect in the East and remained so
until 296; he then served as Consul in 292 [ Chron. Min. 1.60, 66 (Chron. 354); 1,230 (Des. Cons.)] upon attaining the dignitas
of senator, and in 297-298 he reached the pinnacle of his career with his appointment as Urban Prefect.
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same hostile tradition that casts doubt on Maximian’s paternity of Maxentius, presented as a suppositus’
or even as the son of an unspecified “Syrian’,’* seems to reflect, though distorted for polemical purposes,
the perception of the strong Eastern and aristocratic element associated with Eutropia. In this context,
such accusations do not so much deny as presuppose the existence of a distinguished family background,
sufficiently well-known to be exploited in Constantinian propaganda.

The noble lineage of Eutropia’s family is also evident in the fate of her eldest daughter, Theodora:
although she was Eutropia’s daughter from her first marriage,” her inclusion in the Tetrarchic dynastic
strategies attests to the importance of the maternal line in the formation of the aristocratic and imperial
alliances” promoted by Diocletian. These strategies found further and significant application concerning
Maxentius. Indeed, Maxentius was granted in marriage Valeria Maximilla,” daughter of Galerius and Galeria
Valeria,”® daughter of Diocletian. The union was sealed by granting Maxentius preference over a number
of distinguished candidates belonging to the tetrarchic houses or the military leadership, among whom
the figure of Constantine stood out. Valeria Maximilla boasted a lineage of exceptional importance in the
political landscape of the time: she was the granddaughter of the founder of the tetrarchic system, as well as
the daughter of Galerius, Diocletian’s principal collaborator in the East and the future dominant Augustus
of the second tetrarchy. Such a genealogical profile inevitably made her a crucial — and highly sought-
after — element within the alliance networks of the contemporary political-military elite. Consequently,
the selection of Maxentius as consort appears to be the result of a deliberate convergence of geopolitical
calculations. Maxentius, in fact, in addition to being the son of the Western Augustus, Maximian—which
undoubtedly allowed for the unification of the lovii and Herculii families into a single lineage” — if our
hypothesis were correct, he would have been the bearer, through his maternal ancestry and his connection
to the Annii, of a further important factor of legitimation, capable of enhancing and consolidating the
prestige of the entire imperial domus, linking it by direct descent — and not through a fictitious continuity
artificially constructed or claimed” — to emperors such as Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus.

Certainly, the hypothesis faces the obvious challenge of the lack of a direct or explicit ancient source
attesting to a genealogical continuity between Maxentius and the family of Herodes Atticus, and the
chronological gap — amounting to about a century and a half — implies the succession of at least four
or five generations, making it difhicult to reconstruct a continuous line of transmission without specific
prosopographic data. However, it is worth noting that in the Roman province of Syria, at least three
inscriptions attributable to the A##ici family have been discovered, to which the aforementioned Bradua
Regillo Attico, heir of Triopion, belonged,” which in itself would indicate a presence of the family
of Greek origin in Syria—the native land of Eutropia—in the decades following 200 AD. Moreover,
the matrimonial strategies of the gens Annia underwent a period of profound recalibration following

71  On the accusations against Maxentius of being an illegitimate son: Panegyrici Latini, 1X (12), 4, 3—4; Epit., 40, 13.

72 Origo Constantini 1,4, 12; Afranius Annibalianus himself, Eutropia’s first husband, is reported by scholars as likely
being of Asian origin (cf. PIR* H 14).

73 One of Theodora and Constantius’s sons, as well as one of their grandsons, would in fact bear the name of his
maternal grandfather: Hannibalianus (PLRE I, Hannibalianus 1 and Hannibalianus 2, 407)

74  See PLRE I, Theodora 1, 895.

75  Casella 2020, 238; Cf. PLRE I, Valeria Maximilla 2, 576.

76  For a recent discussion of this historical figure: Casella 2020, 236 ff.; Cf. PLRE I, Galeria Valeria, 937.
77  Casella2017,26 note 101.

78  An example of this trend, given the historical period, was Constantine’s fabrication, beginning in 310 AD, of a
fictitious lineage linking his family to Claudius the Goth in order to legitimize his sovereignty: Barnes 1981, 35-37; Wienand
2012, 148-160.

79  An honorary title in Baalbek (Heliopolis): EDCS-17700185; a second and third in Beirut: EDCS-22300059,
EDCS-81700037.
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the untimely death of the co-emperor Lucius Verus. Through the second marriage of Augusta Lucilla,
daughter of Marcus Aurelius, the dynasty became inextricably linked to the Pomzpeiani family®- originally
from Antioch in Syria — through the distinguished general Tiberius Claudius Pompeianus. Although the
new husband was of provincial origin, the political and residential center of gravity for the couple and
their descendants became firmly established in Rome and Italy. This relocation was driven by pressing
institutional and dynastic needs: membership in the domus divina and access to the highest ranks of the
Capitoline patriciate — secured by the ordinary consulships held by the son and his grandsons at least
until the mid-third century®' - required a physical presence in the city, which was indispensable for
maintaining clientelistic networks and fulfilling their political role.* However, the definitive residential
“Romanization” of the main branch of the family did not sever its ties with the East. The Pompeiani kept
the core of their patrimonial interests in Syria, continuing to manage vast latifundia from afar and relying
on a dense and influential network of relatives, c/ientes, and kin who remained firmly established in their
Antiochian homeland. Let us therefore examine how, between the end of the 2nd and the beginning
of the 3rd century, branches of the two families of the Annii and the Attici - that is, those tracing their
lineage to the Herodian couple who held the Triopion — both converged for different reasons toward
Roman Syria and appear to have taken root there for several generations.

The hypothesis of a genealogical connection between Maxentius and the family of Herodes Atticus
— which can be suggested on various grounds but cannot be definitively proven — is methodologically
useful if understood not necessarily as a positive historical fact, but as an ideological construct capable of
conferring legitimacy on imperial intervention. From this perspective, it does not constitute the sole basis
for Maxentius’s actions, but rather fits into the broader framework of the princeps’s authority over the
management of the sacred, helping to explain the transformation of the Triopion into a space of dynastic
sanctity. He would, in all likelihood, continue to maintain the cults, sacred precincts, and architectural
elements bound by Herodes Atticus to sacred protections unchanged, while nevertheless intervening —
according to our reconstruction, in full exercise of his hereditary right — on all portions of the property
not directly bound or dedicated. Only such dual legitimacy — both familial and institutional - would,
in our view, have allowed a man who feared the gods and was devoted to traditional Roman religion —
as Maxentius appears in the most recent historiographical reconstructions — to avoid the perception of
violating pre-existing religious constraints by reinterpreting the site as a space already predisposed to
funerary sanctity and thus suitable for a new burial.

Beyond the Triopion: Identity, Consensus, and Memory in Maxentius

In conclusion, there are significant indications that Maxentius felt, in some way, different from all
the rulers and princes of his time. While not only his father Maximian, but also Constantine, Diocletian,
Constantius, Galerius,* and the other Tetrarchs who succeeded them, were all men of humble origins
who had risen to prominence thanks to the great mobility afforded at the time by a career in the army,
Maxentius, unique among his peers, had not grown up on the battlefields but by treading the marble
floors of the Roman Senate’s Curia.®

80 The same family name also belonged to a very important Practorian Prefect and general of Maxentius, Ruricius
Pompeianus, who fought and died heroically in the Battle of Verona against Constantine; cf. PLRE I, Pompeianus 8, 713.

81 Mennen 2011, 95-98.

82  This was compounded by the formal obligation for senators to invest a significant portion of their wealth in Italian
landholdings (cf. Plin., Ep., V1, 19; Hist. Aug., Marc., X1, 8). It is no coincidence that ancient historical sources confirm that,
in the aftermath of Lucilla’s failed conspiracy in 182 AD, Pompeianus retired to private life on his own country estates in Italy,
thus escaping Commodus’s purges (see Cass. Dio, LXXIII, 3, 2; Hdn., L, 8, 3).

83 Casella2017, 24.
84  “Viro clarissimo,” as the epigraph CIL 14, 02825 = D 666 calls him.
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Maxentius was thus a senator of Rome, and among many scions, generals, and officials equally eager to
please the reigning Emperors in exchange for prestigious careers, even while in the privileged position of
heir and member of the imperial family, he stubbornly refused to perform the rite of adoratio introduced
by Diocletian® into state ceremonial, even in the presence of his own father.® Scholars have long debated
the reasons behind this counterproductive and self-defeating refusal by Maxentius to comply with the rite
of sacred adoration of the Emperors, as required by the protocol established by Diocletian,*” which may
even have led to Maxentius’s exclusion from the tetrarchic succession.®

Among the reasons cited for Maxentius’s behavior, some have speculated that it stemmed from his
pride as the designated heir to the throne,* or from the pride” of an old-school Roman who must
have found the Eastern-style court ceremonies introduced by the Tetrarchy® (proskynesis) repugnant,
as they did not conform to the principles and traditions that inspired true Romanitas.”* Other authors
have focused on the possibility that Maxentius himself was a Christian,” and that his faith may have
determined all his subsequent behavior, from his refusal to kneel and worship the Emperors as if they
were deities, to his granting of tolerance, to the obstinacy with which he later rejected any agreement
with the members of the Tetrarchy.”* We believe that Maxentius’s disdainful obstinacy and his austere,
unyielding pride should rather be sought in his profound way of being, authentically Roman® in the
most ancient and traditionalist sense of the term,” which led him to perceive himself as more akin to
emperors such as Augustus, Hadrian, and Marcus Aurelius than to the so/datenkaiser of the third century.

If, through the Antonine principate—and in particular its last representatives, Marcus Aurelius and
Lucius Verus—and by virtue of their shared gens, the Annii, Maxentius could have claimed not merely
alleged” but actual ties that were, in his time, demonstrable and recognized, this would have given
Maxentius not only intrinsic legitimacy, but also a sense of pride and self-awareness regarding his role and
destiny sufficient to justify the words of a panegyrist of Constantine, who criticized him for claiming for
himself alone the right to be emperor: “guotiens milites in contionem vocabat, se solum cum illis imperare,
alios per limites pro se militare iactabat” [whenever he summoned the soldiers to assembly, he boasted that
he alone ruled with them, while others fought for him at the frontiers].”®

85  On the rite of adoratio in the late Roman world, see Avery 1940, 66-80.
86  Lactantius, De Mort. Pers., 18, 8.
87  Panegyrici Latini 111 (11), 11, 1: “... sacros vultos adoraturi erant.

88  Lactantius, De Mort. Pers., 18, 11: “Ille, inquit, ‘dignus non est. For he who has scorned me as a private citizen, what
will he do when he has assumed the empire?” is what the Christian orator has Galerius say when speaking of Maxentius, to
retrace the moments when Galerius and Diocletian will decide on the Caesars of the Second Tetrarchy.

89 Cullhed 1994, 17.

90  Lactantius describes him as “Superbus et contumax” in De Mort. Pers., 18, 8.
91 Cullhed 1994, 17 (ref. Note 35).

92 Hekster 2000, 717.

93  De Decker 1968, 481-485; Donciu 2012, 54-58.

94  Origo Constantini Imperatoris, 7.

95  One is reminded of the inscription dedicated to Maxentius in the Roman Forum, which describes him as a man
worthy of the ancient Censures and of extraordinary Pietas: CIL, V1, 1220=31394a: Censurae veteris / pictatisque singularis /
domino nostro / [M]axentifo].

96  Serra 2021, 86-97: consider, for example, when Maxentius invokes the “wisdom of our Fathers,” that is, the Mores
(mdTprov Hudv adTHY codlay)
97 Aurelius and Galerius, both family names found in the titles of certain emperors and figures belonging to the divine

household (domus divina) of the Tetrarchic era.

98  Panegyrici Latini, 1X (12), 14, 6.
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Regardless of the actual existence of a maternal link to the Antonine dynasty, it is undeniable that
Maxentius enjoyed extraordinary popularity, both in life and after death. Otherwise, one could not
explain the fierce intensity of Constantine’s propaganda against an adversary who, after all, was merely
one of many defeated rivals. Constantine had every interest in obscuring the memory of an emperor with
such a powerful political and ideological impact. If Maxentius had truly violated the sacred bonds of the
Triopion without having any right to do so, or by abusing his imperial prerogatives, such an act would
certainly not have escaped the notice of Constantine’s panegyrists and propaganda, who were always
ready to attribute all manner of wickedness to him and to formally accuse him of imzpietas.”

The loyalty of Maxentius’s soldiers appears unusual given the historical context of the period, which
was characterized by frequent defections and betrayals, especially among army units. Maxentius secured
his victories against Flavius Severus and Galerius largely due to the defection of numerous units from their
tetrarchic armies, which chose to support the emperor in Rome,'® drawn by his ideological narrative and
his plan for political restoration. Remarkably, he maintained their loyalty until the final hours of his life,
even when, after Constantine’s many victories in northern Italy, it would have been advantageous for
them to betray his cause and side with the victor.'"!

Even after Maxentius’s death, the Practorian Guard and other surviving soldiers from his army were
not massacred. The Practorian Guard,'” which fought fiercely without yielding in the final battle against
Constantine, was permanently disbanded and its barracks destroyed,'® but its members were not dismissed
in disgrace. Constantine was impressed by their courage and steadfast loyalty to their emperor. This
episode, despite its rhetorical embellishment, reflects the contemporary perception of particularly intense
military devotion. The same source, a few paragraphs later, notes that soldiers recently removed from
Rome (ex urbe dimissi) had been dispersed throughout the Constantinian provinces — Gaul, Iberia, and
Britannia — and were successfully deployed against bandits and raiders.'™ The soldiers’ unwavering loyalty
to Maxentius culminated in a final act of devotion: the concealment of the imperial standards, which
most likely occurred hastily and daringly during the chaotic moments following news of their emperor’s
defeat and death, on the northeastern slopes of the Palatine Hill, in an area of extraordinary political,
symbolic, and religious significance known as the Curiae Veteres.'> Such loyalty, however, must also have
extended to the Roman people, for even in 326, on the occasion of Constantine’s Vicennalia and a full
fourteen years after the Battle of the Milvian Bridge, the Senate and people of Rome spoke out against
Constantine so clearly, loudly, and forcefully that the emperor never wished to return to Rome for the
rest of his life, accelerating preparations for the construction of the city that would later bear his name.

99  For the construction of Maxentius’s image as an impious tyrant by Constantinian propaganda, see in particular
Panegyrici Latini X1II (9), 4, 3—4, where he is explicitly charged with impietas in contrast to Constantine’s virtues: “sequebatur
illum [...] impietas; te clementia, illum crudelitas...”

100 Lactantius, De Mort. Pers. 26 and 27; Zosimus 2, 10 and 11; Origo Constantini Imperatoris 3, 6-7; Eutropius,
Breviarium ab Urbe condita X, 2-3; Aurelius Victor, De Caesaribus, 40.

101 Asignificant echo of this loyalty already appears in the Panegyric of 313, which emphasizes the refusal of Maxentius’s
soldiers captured after the Battle of Verona to surrender and join the victor, and the consequent necessity for Constantine to
melt down their weapons to make shackles for their great number (Panegyrici Latini X11 (9), 16-17).

102 Panegyrici Latini X11(9), 17, 1-2: “But when... the onslaught came, terror immediately seized them: with the exception
of the ringleaders of that raid, who, in a desperate attempt to escape punishment, used their bodies to shield the spot where they had
engaged in battle, all the others fled headlong into the river, so that at last some relief from the slaughter might come to the weary
hands of your men”

103 Aurelius Victor, De Caesaribus, 40, 25; Zosimus 2.17.
104 Panegyrici Latini, X11 (9), 21, 2-3.
105 See Panella 2011; Cecini, Gregori 2022, see note 95.

106 In 2005, a colossal head of Constantine was discovered inside a sewer pipe in Trajan’s Forum. The hypothesis that
the artifact was intentionally thrown there during the pagan riots of 326 AD (see Zosimus, II, 29) was put forward during the
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According to the controversial source Parastaseis Syntomoi Chronikai — an anonymous text composed in
the Eastern capital between the late 7th and early 8th centuries AD - an equestrian statue of Maxentius
with an inscribed base once stood in Constantinople. Placed in one of the niches of the second arch of the
Forum’s colonnade, it would have been part of the immense collection of sculptures of gods, heroes, and
emperors of the past that Constantine removed from Rome and other cities of the Empire to adorn the
streets and squares of his “New Rome.” The statue quickly became an object of worship and veneration
for most pagans; Constantine, angered by this, had it destroyed and ordered the beheading of those who
had venerated it.'”” Historiography generally regards this account as unreliable,'” and in fact, although
Maximian Herculeus was subjected to damnatio memoriae by Constantine following his attempt to depose
him and his death in 310—only to be rehabilitated years later'”—it seems implausible that Maxentius
could have received similar treatment years after the Battle of the Milvian Bridge. This is despite the fact that
he was, for all practical purposes, a member of the domus divina: as the brother of the empresses Fausta and
Theodora, he was the brother-in-law of both Constantine and his father Constantius, as well as the uncle or
great-uncle of all the Roman emperors who reigned from 337 to 363."° The entire propaganda apparatus
and the legitimization of Constantine’s power in the West were based on the narrative of Maxentius as a
tyrannus usurper and the Battle of the Milvian Bridge as a war to liberate Rome from evil. Rehabilitating
Maxentius would have meant invalidating the very foundation of Constantine’s power and, by extension,
his sons’ right to the throne. Maxentius was never rehabilitated, and his damnatio memoriae remained one
of the most relentless and enduring in Roman history, despite his undeniable and close blood ties to the
Constantinian dynasty. Although the episode recounted in the Parastaseis Syntomoi Chronikai lacks factual
basis, it nevertheless provides valuable testimony to the mentality, phobias, and collective imagination of
the inhabitants of Constantinople in the 8th century AD,"" and it is in this light that the account takes
on considerable interest. Four centuries later, the image of Maxentius as a defeated emperor and political
rival of Constantine had been completely transformed by urban folklore: he had become a figure halfway
between a pagan hero and a demonic entity, capable even after death of infusing his sinister aura into an
efligy, thus continuing to exert a malevolent influence on the population.'*

However, while in the Byzantine East the memory of Maxentius underwent this distortion into
something diabolical and unsettling, in the West the same process of popular mythologization may have
taken a radically different turn. Far from the ideological epicenter of New Rome and the religious paranoia
of the iconoclastic controversy, the Gallic and British provinces—destined, as we have seen, to receive
the scattered contingents of Maxentius’s veterans—constituted an ideal terrain for the preservation
of an underground and alternative memory. In these geographically peripheral contexts, institutional
damnatio and the Constantinian “black legend” had to contend with the remnants of a military loyalty
never entirely extinguished, paving the way for a transfiguration of the last defender of Rome’s centrality
that was no longer demonizing, but rather nostalgic, apologetic, or even heroic.

It would therefore not be implausible that all these testimonies of loyalty and attachment to the
political and ideological memory of Maxentius found an echo in the oral transmission of his historical
and human story, perhaps through his loyal surviving soldiers, to whom Constantine granted a reprieve
and who were scattered throughout the various western provinces, thus preserving and transmitting the

presentation of the artifact by the then Superintendent Eugenio La Rocca. For the excavation context and the archaeological
context of the find, see Meneghini 2009.

107 Parastaseis Syntomoi Chronikai, 38-39; cf. Cameron, Herrin 1984, 104-107.
108 Cameron, Herrin 1984, 220.

109 Barnes 1981, 47; Barnes 1982, 35.

110 Barnes 1982, 265-266.

111 Cameron, Herrin 1984, 17-29.

112 ] Ibid., 31-45.
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memory of their emperor far beyond the borders of Italy. A memory that, over time and despite fierce
official propaganda, may have taken the form of myth.'”?

Through the oral tradition of his most loyal followers, the story of the Conservator Urbis Suae became
the legend of the last defender of Rome’s centrality. Of this grand, though tragic, dynastic and political
ambition, the Villa at the Third Mile of the Appian Way — set within the sacred enclosure of the Triopion,
among Antonine relics and Tetrarchic architecture — remains to this day the most solemn and inviolate
monumental testament.
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