
31

Lorena Zanin

Some considerations on the cult of Hercules 
between the Adriatic and Noricum

aquileia nostra anno XCIII 2022

Roman religion is considered ‘lived’ because 
the relationship between the Romans and their dei-
ties was a dynamic phenomenon that was constantly 
changing and evolving  1. They did not impose their 
religion on the populations they conquered, but creat-
ed links between local deities and their own through 
physiognomic similarity and scope (interpretatio)  2 
and added indigenous cults (peregrina sacra)  3 to 
their pantheon. Roman civilisation absorbed pre-
existing religions through syncretism and assimila-
tion 4, rather than eradicating them. As a result, in the 
new provinces, cults arose in which indigenous dei-
ties were celebrated on monuments, and conversely, 
some Graeco-Roman deities were particularly fortu-
nate and honoured for motives other than their origin. 
The provinces’ citizens did not accept Roman deities 
passively  5: they gave their deity a Roman name, 
combining some elements of Roman mythology, 
but eventually adding aspects and rituals from their 
own territory and creating a new cult, a creole ver-
sion 6, and this was a local phenomenon in a global 
world. Traditional Roman religion became increas-
ingly sophisticated adapting to the changing cultural 
and provincial conditions, which were sometimes 

difficult to control in the different territories of the 
Empire. As a result, modern and present scholars are 
interested in the study of Roman cults and their pro-
gression across time, from Rome to the provinces 7. 
Through these studies, one may realise the essential 
role religion played in the Empire’s development and 
consolidation, and the discovery and comprehension 
of its mysterious sacred ceremonies remains a contin-
uing theme of investigation. According to Polybius 8, 
the outstanding Roman political management was 
due to a superior application of religion. 

Since antiquity, the Hercules cult has been one 
of the most complicated and ubiquitous in Italy, 
encompassing a plethora of manifestations and tradi-
tions, the origins of which are hard to trace or whose 
ideological instances, virtues, and applications are 
difficult to fully explain  9. The cult was so widely 
recognised throughout the Italian Peninsula that the 
Greek author Dionysius of Halicarnassus declared in 
the second half of the first century BC that “there is 
hardly any spot in Italy where Hercules is not hon-
oured, whether in towns or along routes”  10. This is 
why scholars have studied the Hercules cult, attempt-

1	 Rüpke, Woolf 2021, pp. 13-14.
2	 Tac. Germ. 43, 3. About Interpretatio: Webster 1995; Ando 2005; Baratta 2005, pp. 126-132; Prati 2007, p. 37; Ortalli 2007, 

p. 18; Van Andringa 2007, pp. 87-88; Zanovello 2011, p. 456.
3	 See Orlin 2010; Crippa 2019; Bayet 2020, cit. p. 60: “Latin tolerance stemmed from a sense of caution and utility for one’s 

own political ambitions rather than kindness. For the Romans, it was always preferable to persuade foreign gods to establish a second 
residence or to relocate permanently to Rome than to ‘fight war’ against them, threatening the pax deorum”.

4	 Goldberg 2009, pp.187-202.
5	 Häussler 2012, pp. 143-144.
6	 Häussler,Webster 2020, p. 3: “Creolisation is a long-term process; it is the end of a complex process of interactions, adoptions, 

and adaptations which may have resulted in the creation of a ‘new culture’, but these cultures are usually very localised”.
7	 Wissowa 1912; Dumezil 1970; Scheid 2003; De Sanctis 2012; Scheid 2016; Rüpke 2016; Bayet 2020; Rüpke, Woolf 2021.
8	 Polyb. 6, 56, 6-11.
9	 Bradley 2005; Bencivenga 2013; Baranello, Mazzoni, Polvere 2019; Di Fazio, Sarracino 2022.
10	 Dion. Hal. 1, 40.
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ing to reconstruct his relationship with the various 
ethnic and cultural contexts that existed first in the 
Italic area and then in the provincial one, as well as 
any contacts with deities of the local pantheons 11.

This work aims to understand the evolution of 
Hercules worship from its origins in the colony of 
Aquileia to its expansion into the Norican territory. 
It helps to shed light on its genesis, fortune in the 
provincial community, and evolution in its functions 
by examining archaeological data. Several studies 
have investigated the cult in northern Italy and in the 
Aquileian area  12, but none in the provincial one of 
Noricum  13. Because the basis of a deity’s cult was 
for the individual to appropriate its power according 
to his own requirements  14, the provincial religious 
world was shaped and fitted to the territories of the 
province of which it was a part. Except for the offi-
cial cults tied to the public sphere, individuals were 
free to worship whomever they wanted in their pri-
vate life, because the deity functioned to solve eve-
ryday demands (e.g., love, disappointment, success 
in the arena, recovery from disease). Interestingly, 
scholars refer to religion as ‘à la carte’: each person 

worshipped the gods he or she wanted, according to 
his or her ‘taste’ 15. The market model also explains 
the pragmatism and utilitarianism of the interaction 
between gods and Romans  16: there is a self-regu-
lating system in the reverence of deities; those that 
offer more are picked by worshippers, while others 
disappear. This was determined by a variety of cir-
cumstances, including region, local elites, military 
or commerce presence: every aspect of life in a terri-
tory was intertwined with the deity 17. Hercules was 
a divinity with ancient origins but also with many 
duties that adapted to the demands of his followers: 
he was first introduced to the land of the future prov-
ince of Noricum by the Veneti and the cult developed 
thanks to the traders from Aquileia, but his skills and 
powers changed and adapted to the new territory. 
For this reason, it is fundamental to pay attention to 
the varied expressions of worship (and investigate 
their evolution) that recur in the various Noricum 
areas (and at different times), where Hercules is 
summoned and worshipped in his numerous forms. 
This study will follow a chronological approach and 
examine only the area of the future Roman Noricum 
(fig. 1), whose borders and territories did not overlap 

11	 Siwicki 2021.
12	 Fontana 1997; Modugno 2000; Zenarolla 2008; Fontana 2009.
13	 About the province of Noricum, Alföldy 1974.
14	 Rüpke, Woolf 2021, p. 53.
15	 Veyne 2000, p. 202.
16	 Bendlin 2015, p. 135.
17	 Rüpke, Woolf 2021, p. 53: cults in Pompeii.

Fig. 1. Hercules inscrip-
tions in Noricum (from 
Hainzmann 2016).
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those of the Regnum Noricum in the mid first century 
BC. The pre-Roman Regnum Noricum never crossed 
the Tauern ridge, i.e. the Seetaler Alps, the Packalpe 
and the Koralpe with the Bachern (Pohorje) moun-
tain range 18: all the regional centres, such as the pre-
Roman Emona or Poetovio (which can be attributed 
to this political region but later, after the Roman 
conquest, became part of the Regio X or Pannonia) 
will not be examined in this article. 

Hercules, as depicted by Diodorus Siculus  19, 
Livy 20, Dionysius 21, was a Greek hero superimposed 
on archaic Rome’s greatest divinity and unmistakably 
related to its Hellenic roots 22. His cult is documented 
in Rome, in the Forum Boarium, which was particu-
larly busy in the cattle trade and served as the ful-
crum of articulation for the unitary road circle made 
up of the two highways Campana and Salaria 23. The 
site provided an important port and mercantile func-
tion related to the commerce in salt, a basic item for 
cattle and hence for the flocks and herds that were 
the principal, and nearly unique, wealth of Latium’s 
rural communities 24.

The Ara Maxima Herculis, the oldest Herculean 
sanctuary in the Forum Boarium, dates from a 
remote period that is difficult to accurately identify 
archaeologically, and was followed in the fourth cen-
tury BC by the construction of a large sanctuary with 
a temple dedicated to Fortuna on the opposite side of 
the Tiber 25. The Altar has an undeniable topographi-
cal tie with the land and waterways, since it repre-
sents the divinity’s link to communication, trade, and 
commerce 26. The latter was linked to sheep farming 
through salt supply and wool disposal  27. The bond 
between Hercules and salt is then inextricably related 
to the god’s cult and the practice of sheep-farming: 
transhumance routes connected the Apennines of 
Latium with the Pontine area, where there were 
sacred sites at nodal points of passage 28.

The cult of Hercules, revered in Lazio as the 
protector of stockbreeders and livestock health, 
reached northeastern Italy via the Apennines, follow-
ing commerce and cultural routes, or seasonal cattle 
movements from the interior, to the plains or the 
coast  29. These trade routes led to an Etruscan pres-
ence in the Altino area, about 20 kilometres north 
of Venice, as early as the sixth century, most likely 
from the emporium of Spina and Adria  30: this con-
tributed to the spread of statuettes depicting Hercules 
based on models developed in central Italy  31. The 
phenomenon of transhumance aided the proliferation 
of the Hercules cult; this economy thrived precisely 
because the Italic peninsula is a territory that, thanks 
to its topography, developed the phenomenon of 
transhumance in the Mediterranean 32: the Apennine 
chain and the Alpine arc, are close to the coast and 
the great plains, which can be reached in a few days’ 
walk. The Alps and the Po Valley, or, in our case, the 
eastern Adriatic coast, are one of the three macro-
systems of the Italian peninsula, distinguished by the 
seasonal migration of shepherds and cattle 33.

Thus, Hercules, who was associated with sheep 
husbandry in central Italy, remained at the core of the 
cults that evolved around the north-eastern Adriatic 
coast. His powers were associated with sheep farm-
ing and trade, as evidenced by votive statuettes (fig. 
2) discovered in Gretta (Trieste) between the fifth 
and third centuries BC, as well as those discovered in 
the future Aquileia area 34. In fact, in the Trieste Karst 
area “stock rearing might have been the key eco-
nomic factor throughout the Neolithic and in post-
Neolithic, prehistoric, and protohistoric periods”  35. 
He may still have been worshipped for his heroic 
deeds of myth, and portrayed in his warrior aspect, 
testifying to the contacts with the Venetic area, dat-
ing back to the fourth century BC through bronze 
statuettes representing warriors in battle  36. Bronze 
statuettes have been found in the surroundings of 

18	 Strobel 2015, p. 113.
19	 D. S. 4, 21.
20	 Liv. 7, 4-15.
21	 Dion. Hal. 1, 32.
22	 Levi 1996, p. 86: “By Livy’s time, the notion that Hercules is the chief of the gods from the beginning, as revealed by the Ara 

Maxima in the Forum Boarium and, even more, the fact that he is mentioned in the public lectisternium of 399 BC - at which Jupiter is 
not present - had been lost”. - the translation is mine.

23	 About Forum Boarium: Coarelli 1988; Richardson 1992, pp. 162-164; Barry 2021; Brock, Motta, Terrenato 2021.
24	 Levi 1996, p. 91.
25	 Torelli 2006, p. 577; Tripaldi 2009, p. 69. About the beginning of the myth and its diffusion from Greece, through Magna Grae-

cia and the Etruscan mediation from the sixth century BC, see Bradley 2005, p. 121. An older theory of the cult’s spread in the central 
Apennines, mediated by Etruscan Campania but also having connections to Apulia and Crotone: Devoto 1967, pp. 198-199.

26	 Poccetti 1993, p. 47.
27	 Corti 2012, p. 223.
28	 Baranello, Mazzoni, Polvere 2019, p. 174.
29	 Starac 2018, p. 23; Poccetti 1993, p. 48.
30	 Cresci Marrone, Tirelli 2016, p. 340.
31	 Modugno 2000, pp. 59-60.
32	 Valorani 2018, pp. 112-113.
33	 Vigliotti 2023, p. 21.
34	 Verzár Bass 1991, p. 274; Maselli Scotti 2001, pp. 90-91.
35	 Boschian, Montagnari-Kokelj 2000, p. 350.
36	 Tiussi 2009, pp. 389-390.
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Aquileia, from some localities of southern Friuli, 
from Fagagna and from the territory of Cividale, with 
a probable sanctuary located in Sevegliano, from the 
fourth-third century BC 37. It was in a strategic posi-
tion, at the crossroads of an ancient route that linked 
the highlands to the lowlands of the region, and 
was used by shepherds (later becoming part of the 
Postumia road)  38. The shrine was rebuilt in monu-
mental style in the middle of the second century BC. 
This was obviously a very busy area in Roman times, 
as it was situated at the intersection of the Via Iulia 
Augusta and the cardo maximus (fig. 3).

The future location of Aquileia was a valuable 
place: it had distinguished itself since the second 
millennium BC and led to it being chosen as the site 
for the foundation of the Roman colony. Not only did 
it represent the port outlet of inland routes directed 
towards the high plains, the Alpine passes and the 
valleys of western Slovenia; its location between the 
lagoon, which was probably navigable  39, and the 
mouth of an important river axis such as the Torre, 
made it a focal point for maritime relations in both 
the north-south and east-west directions, i.e. the 
endo-lagoon routes to the west and the coastal and 
sub-coastal routes to the east 40.

As a result, the deity worshipped here could 
have been a male character, not only a warrior and 
pastoral figure, but also one associated with streams 
and springs 41. These territories, where we may still 
see signs of ancient religious practices, were suitable 
for welcoming the cults brought by the new inhab-
itants sent by Rome in 181 BC. Indeed, Hercules 
appears to have been worshipped since the creation 
of the colony of Aquileia 42, whose first economy was 
based on sheep farming, and whose patron god could 
only be him from the start 43.

Thanks to the abundance of grasslands, the 
exploitation of the coast for its salt pans, and maritime 
connection routes, the location provided ideal condi-
tions for the practice of sheep and goat rearing  44. 
The god most likely presided over the commerce that 
took place in the forum pequarium (shortly after 148 
BC) in Aquileia’s northern district  45. Hercules was 
also the deity of springs in Etruria and the Sabine 
region, as well as the builder of canals and dams and 
the regulator of rivers  46. Water is a natural feature 
that characterised Aquileia; it had an abundant quan-

37	 Modugno 2000, pp. 59-62.
38	 Magnani 2014, p. 245.
39	 Braccesi, Veronese 2013, p. 140.
40	 Simeoni, Corazza, Borgna 2020, p. 11.
41	 Modugno 2000, p. 61.
42	 Verzár Bass 1991, p. 274.
43	 Zenarolla 2008, pp. 298-299; Fontana 1997, pp. 105-114: the presence of the Herculean cult in the colony of Aquileia is not 

due to the persistence of an indigenous religiosity, but rather to gentes of central-Italic origin, such as the Dindii or the Albii, who re-
proposed its function as a protector of the sylvan-pastoral economy. About the Dindii in Aquileia: Strazzulla 1982.

44	 Cresci Marrone 2002, pp. 236-238; Bonetto 2007, p. 688.
45	 Murgia 2013, pp. 660-667; Maselli Scotti 2014, p. 325: where the connection with the via Postumia, identified with the cardo 

maximus, would have been shorter.
46	 Baranello, Mazzoni, Polvere 2019, p. 175.

Fig. 2. Trieste, Museo d’Antichità “J.J. Winckelmann”, Vo- 
tive statuette representing Hercules, from Gretta (Trieste).
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Fig.3. Road network in the Aquileia area (from Prenc 2000).
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tity of groundwater, and wells supplied water in the 
early stages of the colony 47; possibly Hercules in this 
location had a relationship with water as well.

Hercules’ cult can be found archaeologically 
in the north-eastern Adriatic region, both inland 
towards the northern and eastern Alps and along the 
coast. Ancient archaeological finds associated with 
his worship date back to the second century BC in 
Kobarid/Caporetto (Slovenia), where a shrine was 
uncovered 48. Along the course of the Natisone River, 
on a route which led from Italy to Noricum in the 
late Republican age, several other Hercules cult sites 
have been detected 49.

In the Timavo area, where archaeological evi-
dence dates back to the eighth-sixth century BC, 
there was a border shrine, which was possibly 
linked to the presence of a local harbour and pro-
tected the trade that took place here: it was a meeting, 
exchange, and worship area between the ‘civilised’ 
world of the Veneti and the ‘wild’ world of the 
Istri  50. Large quantities of raw wool were gathered 
here in the first century BC and processed in Roman 
villas  51. As a result, sheep breeding, as well as the 
production of items such as milk derivatives, must 
have been widespread 52.These activities may link the 
location to the Hercules’ cult 53. There are no inscrip-
tions from the Republican period. One from the first 
century AD was left here by a man from Oderzo 54. 
It is unknown why he chose to devote to Hercules at 
this site, but there was clearly a significant link with 
the god in this area, and this man chose to leave an 
ex-voto exactly in this place, we do not know if for 
business or treatment  55. Pliny the Elder recognises 
and mentions the thermal and hypothermal features 
of the island near the mouth of the Timavo River 56. 
The exploitation of these health-giving waters may 

have strengthened the cult of Hercules, as the deity 
had a special connection with the warm waters 57.

With the development of the roads leading 
to Istria, structures for the exploitation of thermal 
waters and a statio viaria were built in the Fons 
Timavi therapeutic centre 58. Their construction dates 
back to the middle of the first century BC (they were 
active until the third century AD) 59. In addition to the 
value of the cultic and therapeutic area, this mansio 
confirms the importance of the site on the transit 
routes.

All these elements are constants in the places 
where the cult of Hercules is celebrated: the presence 
of water, preferably in the form of a perennial spring, 
the proximity of a crossroads or a place of passage, 
in the geographical, ethnic and economic sense of 
the term, and the link with the pastoral world and 
transhumance routes 60.

About a hundred kilometres south of Trieste, 
in Pula (also called Pollentia and Herculanea), the 
cult of Hercules was very important, and the god had 
his sanctuary  61. The name of Hercules appears in 
the name of the city itself in an inscription from the 
second century AD 62, but the cult had been present 
since the foundation, as evidenced by the dedication 
to Hercules of the city gate built in 46-45 BC. In this 
context, his religion is tied to the role of the found-
ing ancestor, a phenomenon that emerged during 
the huge Greek colony that spanned the eighth and 
seventh centuries BC, with Heracles playing a cen-
tral part. However, the link between Pula and Caesar 
cannot be denied, dating back to the dictator’s last 
period, when the town was founded  63: Hercules as 
a protector hero of civilised life was well suited to 
connote Pula, from its foundation in 46-45 BC, as a 
defensive bulwark in the far east of Italy 64.

47	 Previato 2018, p. 107.
48	 Modugno 2000, p. 61.
49	 Horvat 2018, pp. 342-347.
50	 Giovannini 2011, pp. 19-21.
51	 The most relevant data come from the villa at Via delle Mandrie, in present-day Monfalcone, which was occupied from the mid-

dle of the first century BC to the third century AD. They, along with literary sources, present a picture in which sheep-farming is closely 
related to the villas that studded the northern border of the basin, where the Timavo River flowed: Ventura, Giovannini, Petrucci 2012, 
pp. 179-180. Martial. 8, 28, 7-8.

52	 Auriemma et alii 2008, p. 81.
53	 Ventura 2017, p. 28.
54	 InscrIt X, 4, 322 = InscrAq 1, 217 = AE 1926, 106: altar to Hercules erected by C. Curius Quintianus Opiterginus. Cuscito 1976, 

51.
55	 Bassani 2023, pp. 85-90.
56	 Plin. nat. 2, 103, 229 e 3, 26, 15; about this thermal area: Cuscito 1976, pp. 48-51: Strabo does not mention these baths, the 

construction of the building would be later than the Greek geographer and earlier than Pliny, who seems to assume their existence; 
Zaccaria 2009; Zaccaria 2017, pp. 35-37; Giovannini 2018, pp. 376-377; Ventura 2017, pp. 28-29.

57	 Bencivenga 2013, p. 933.
58	 Auriemma et alii 2008, p. 150; Braitenberg et alii 2017, p. 268.
59	 Equestri 2015, p. 134.
60	 Gros 1995, p. 135.
61	 Šašel Kos 2008, p. 700.
62	 CIL V, 8139.
63	 Zecchini 2014, p. 558.
64	 After Octavian’s Illyrian campaigns in 35-33 BC and the foundation of Emona, it became part of Venetia et Histria, i.e. Regio X 

of Italy.
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In Pula, the public cult of Hercules is also attest-
ed in an inscription dated to the third quarter of the 
first century BC 65, which is linked to the temple or 
sanctuary of Hercules: a construction that was added 
to the series of sanctuaries in Italy and the neighbour-
ing Alpine provinces. These were at a water source 
or at hot thermal springs, and built intensively at the 
end of the Republic. Here, the deity was linked to 
water, and thus to the cults of purity and health, and 
his curative power was realised at a healing geother-
mal spring on the northern slope of the hillside of the 
city of Pula 66. These powers of the god are also con-
firmed by the use in Roman times of his club as an 
amulet, which also played a precise role in protecting 
certain vital functions of the human body 67.

In Pola, Hercules is flanked by another deity 
of health, Salus, mentioned in a mosaic in the cult 
niche of an urban house built in the third quarter of 
the first century BC. 68. The temple, baths and house, 
represents a “unique urban complex from the second 
half of the first century BC” 69.

Hercules’ role as protector, in particular of 
shepherds, but perhaps also of springs, especially 
of healthy waters, can be seen at Iulium Carnicum 
(Zuglio), in the But valley, an Italic base of the 
long-distance trade between the Adriatic and the 
upper Drava basin, on the road that from Aquileia 
through Monte Croce/Plöckenpass led to Aguntum 
in Noricum 70. An inscription from the latter quarter 
of the first century BC reveals the presence of a 
Hercules’ shrine and an association of magistrates 
in charge of the cult’s ceremonies 71. Remains of the 
sanctuary of Hercules, as well as imposing structures 
connected to a thermal spring on the slope have been 
identified 72. The gens Erbonia, which appears among 
the magistri 73, is attested above all in Aquileia with 
six inscriptions out of eight in the Regio X (the other 
two are a monument from Concordia and one from 
Trieste) and probably contributed to the establish-
ment of this cult in the alpine site. 

The territory of the Roman Iulium Carnicum 
also included the sanctuary of Lagole di Calalzo, 
which according to linguistic evidence belonged 
to the Venetic area. The thermal, sulphurous water 
springs, with anti-inflammatory and healing proper-
ties and thus therapeutic, made it a place of worship 
frequented from the sixth century BC until the fourth 
century AD 74. This sacred area is located on a route 
through the Alps. On this route, Lagole was a resting 
place and an emporium for travellers, where activi-
ties such as cattle breeding and sheep farming were 
also important. Among the cult objects, deities such 
as Apollo and Hercules were found. For the latter, a 
curative value has been hypothesised for the snake 
that connotes the only almost intact bronze statuette, 
or possibly a protective competence over sheep farm-
ing 75.

In the future province of Noricum, from the 
eight century BC onwards, a prehistoric centre devel-
oped in the Gail valley, in Gurina (in Karnten). It 
was situated just north of the Plöcken pass, along 
an important traffic and trade route between north-
eastern Italy and the Alpine passes leading to the 
salt, copper, lead and iron mines 76. In the Iron Age, 
the Plöcken was considered to be the most important 
Alpine pass to Carinthia: crossing it from the north, 
one reached the plain through the Tagliamento valley 
or, to the west, through Sappada or the Mauria pass, 
the Piave valley 77. The settlement Gurina became a 
trading emporium probably controlled by the palaeo-
veneti, but its position led it to become an important 
sanctuary and a statuette of Hercules dated to the 
third century BC was found  78. Again, the donation 
may have been linked to the ‘itinerant’ value of the 
deity, as a protector of travellers who had survived 
the dangers of crossing the Alps, but also as a saviour 
of trade or herds 79.

Another possible late Celtic-Roman sanctuary 
on the Alpine passes is located about 80 km north 
of the Gurina 80. A Hercules statuette from the Julio-

65	 InscrIt X, 1, 5; Starac 2008, pp. 309-310.
66	 Starac 2018, pp. 15-25, 69.
67	 Ramanzini 2013, p. 173.
68	 Possibly, the cults of Salus and Hercules arose from a comparable indigenous Histrian worship, which was previously honoured 

near the water source: Starac 2018, p. 39.
69	 Starac 2010, p. 313.
70	 Frassine, Fontana, Bezzi 2013, p. 110.
71	 CIL V, 1830 = IulCarnicum 1, 2 = IulCarnicum 2, 7.
72	 Equestri 2015, p. 203; Starac 2018, p. 25.
73	 Freedmen and slaves are in charge of maintaining local temples and organizing various dies festi: Easton 2019, p. 58.
74	 Gambacurta 2015, p. 135.
75	 Bolla 2015, pp. 92-94; Gambacurta 2013, p. 110.
76	 Gleirscher 2001, p. 242. Findings from the prehistoric settlement of Gurina, in the Gailtal valley, have shown the intensity of 

relations between Italy and the inhabitants of the Alps since the end of the Urnfield period, around 800 BC: Jablonka 1992, p. 63.
77	 Gietl 2006, p. 414.
78	 Adam 1991, pp. 61-64.
79	 Zoia 2013, p. 456.
80	 Possible presence of a sanctuary in this location, which yielded remains of approximately twenty statuettes, primarily arm and 

foot parts, a tiny spear, fibulae, and a series of coins dating from the second century BC to the end of the fourth century AD: Gleirscher 
2001, p. 254.
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Claudian age was discovered near Hochtor  81. The 
200-kilometer Hochtor route, used since the Bronze 
Age, is the highest point in a series of passes con-
necting the Venetian plain with the Salzburg basin 
and the Danube region (fig. 4): it crosses the Plöcken 
Pass (1357 m), the Gailbergsattel (981 m), the 
Iselsberg (1117 m), the Hochtor (2576 m), and the 
Kniepass (584 m) or Lueg Pass (552 m) coming from 
the south  82. The whole collection of artefacts can 
almost certainly be linked to the sacrifices made dur-
ing the crossing of the pass, and the role of Hercules 
as protector of the journey or from the dangers of 
the mountain can be confirmed. In fact, the same 
can be said for another possible sanctuary east of the 
Hochtor pass, documented at the Mallnitzer Tauern 
Pass (2450 m) – a crossing of the main Alpine ridge 
of the Hohe Tauern range – where the remains of a 
Roman road were found and led to a mining area 
containing beds of gold and silver  83. At the pass, 
votive offerings and pedestals for votive statuettes 
(even if not relating to Hercules) dating from the sec-

ond century BC to the fourth century AD have been 
found in four different areas 84.

The pre-roman situation at the beginning of the 
cult on the north eastern Alps, thus shows the pres-
ence of Hercules in Alpine sanctuaries, influenced 
first by Venetic merchants; then the Roman presence 
from sites such as Aquileia or Iulium Carnicum, 
contributed to his spread in the territory nearby and 
beyond the northern Alps, during their active trade 
with the new markets in Noricum. The first archaeo-
logical evidence of the Roman presence beyond the 
northern Alps, in the area of the future province of 
Noricum can be found by the vicus of St. Michael 
am Zollfeld (Austria), coeval with the settlement 
on the Magdalensberg dating from the second 
quarter of the first century BC 85. Austrian scholars, 
considering the evolution of the settlement on the 
Magdalensberg and the site’s urban characteristics, 
point to it as a North Italian-Roman branch of pro-
duction and trade in the Regnum Noricum 86. Trade 
relations between the Magdalensberg and Aquileia 

81	 Gleirscher 2001, p. 254.
82	 Gietl 2006, p. 156.
83	 Lippert 2009, p. 208; Horvat 2018, p. 345.
84	 Gleirscher 2001, p. 254; Horvat 2018, p. 345.
85	 About the development and the chronology of the settlement see Dolenz, Schindler Kaudelka 2017.
86	 About the forum and basilica: Gostenčnik, Dolenz 2016, p. 147. About a possible hospitium publicum between the Romans and 

the Regnum Noricum see Dobesch 1976, pp. 17-37 and Piccottini 1987, pp. 291-293. Different opinion, Strobel 2009, p. 500. Vetters 
1954; Egger 1961; Šašel 1987; Harding, Jacobsen 1988; Piccottini, Vetters 2003, pp. 133-148. There were traders from various parts 
of Italy listed in Egger 1961, p. 27, including merchants from Rome; Froehlich 2014, p. 73. Dolenz et alii 2007, p. 396.

Fig. 4. Passes, pre-Roman routes and Roman roads in the Eastern Alps (from Lippert 2015).
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are attested by numerous archaeological sources on 
the Alpine site. 

However, only in St. Michael am Zollfeld has 
archaeological evidence been discovered even if 
only belonging to the second century AD, including a 
bronze statuette of Hercules bibax, four votive altars, 
and a votive plaque of the cult venerated in a temple, 
the first phase of which was built in the Hadrian era 
(117-138 AD) 87: a cult may have continued for this 
deity since the Roman conquest 88.

In 15 BC Noricum was annexed to the Empire, 
but became a province only later, under Claudius 
(mid first century AD). Five settlements were elected 
municipia  89. They are listed by Pliny the Elder  90: 
Aguntum (Dolsach), Teurnia (St. Peter im Holz) and 
Virunum (Maria Saal), all three in the Drava valley, 
Celeia (Celje) on the road between Virunum and the 
Poetovio (Ptuj) castrum, and Iuvavum (Salzburg) in 
north-western Noricum.

Inscriptions represent the better evidence for 
tracing the history of Hercules’ worship in the new 
province. Following a chronological order, the earli-

est inscriptions date from the first century AD and 
were found in Teurnia, Virunum and Celeia.

Teurnia, the first municipality encountered west 
of Virunum on the Drava, yields inscriptions to 
Hercules whose dating remains uncertain, between 
the first and second centuries AD 91. In the municipal 
territory, in Obervellach, a lacunose monument was 
dedicated to Hercules (fig. 5): his name was joined 
by the epithet invictus in a foundation-sacral inscrip-
tion erected by C. Donnicius Rufinus (a Celt who 
became Roman) and Valeria Attica, a wealthy couple 
from Teurnia  92. The epithet invictus has ancient 
origins: during the Samnite Wars the military aspect 
of the hero was emphasised more resulting in his 
receiving another title, Victor – victorious, and later 
also Invictus – invincible  93. Hercules Victor com-
bined two seemingly contradictory aspects: he was 
a patron of both merchants and warriors. Over time, 
Hercules Invictus worshipped as a patron of victory 
was identified increasingly often with the god of war, 
Mars. In this case, the deity linked to the restoration 
of his temple, can only be invoked as ‘invincible’ 

87	 Dolenz 2007, pp. 143-150.
88	 Dolenz, Schindler 2017, p. 111.
89	 Winkler 1976; Šašel Kos, Scherrer 2012.
90	 Plin. nat. 3, 146.
91	 CIL III, 4737; CIL III, 4726.
92	 Zając 1979, p. 71.
93	 Tyszlera, Jankowiak 2017, p. 219.
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Austria). Inscription dedi-
cated to Hercules Invictus 
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church (photo O. Harl).
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precisely because of his protection not only for the 
two commissioners, but for the entire territory.

Under Claudius, a newly built Virunum was 
the settlement where the people of the former 
town on the Magdalensberg relocated, around 10 
kilometres south-west of this latter site, which 
most likely previously had this name  94. Virunum 
became the province’s capital, and the narrative 
of its founding is fascinating. The legend handed 
down tells of a wild boar that only a heroic man - 
similar to Heracles fighting against the wild boar of 
Erymanthos - was able to overpower 95. The origin 
of this story is not Celtic  96, but the mythical boar 
hunt in ancient Greece is always included in the 
background of city foundations. Anatolian cities, 
from Ephesus in the fifth century BC to Aphrodisia 
in Roman times, use the models of Heracles and the 
Erymanthian boar as well as the Calydonian boar 
hunt as artificial aetiological myths 97. In the Julio-
Claudian period, the story extended to the Latin 
West, serving as the founding myth of Virunum in 
Noricum 98. It legitimises the Roman presence, and 
inevitably links the Norican capital to Rome, by 
reinforcing the feeling of belonging to the commu-
nity of the imperial system.

In Virunum, two monuments (first century AD) 
to Hercules 99 were discovered in which, unfortunately 
only the name of the god appears, without the dedica-
tor. There is another inscription, without the name of 
the devotee in which the name of the deity is flanked 
by the Genius Noricorum, supporting and reinforcing 
the potential of the god Hercules. This dedication, in 
which the hero appears with the ‘national patron’  100 
was perhaps meant to protect the territory of the capi-
tal or, in a broader sense, the province.

The cult of Hercules was widespread in Celeia, 
documented by dedicatory inscriptions, parts of stat-
uary, bronze statuettes and lead votives. The remains 
of a Roman sanctuary were found in the south of the 
city, on the lowest terrace of the Miklavški hrib  101. 
On the basis of the finds, the temple was attributed to 
Hercules. It was probably built at the end of the first 

century BC or at the beginning of the first century 
AD, in the later reign of Augustus, judging by the ele-
ments of architectural decoration 102. The inscription 
dating from the first century AD names a Cammius 103 
representing a gens that would distinguish itself in 
the second century AD in Noricum. In fact, we know 
a L. Cammius Secundinus, primus pilus, praefectus 
legionis X Geminae and procurator Augusti, who 
placed a dedication in that municipium to M. Gavius 
Maximus, praefectus praetorio between 138/139 and 
158/159 AD 104. This appears to be the brother of L. 
Cammius Maximus, decurion of Aquileia during the 
early years of Antoninus Pius. Celeia was connected 
to Aquileia by a road that passed through Emona/
Ljubliana where a shrine to Hercules is attested: one 
of the two monuments discovered (first half of the 
first century AD) was erected by L. Clodius Alpinus 
who came from Aquileia - which is indicated by his 
voting tribe Velina 105.

In Norican inscriptions of the second century, 
the epithet Augustus is associated with the deity. 

The relationship between emperor and deity 
predates Octavian’s reign, as Diodorus already men-
tions the combo ‘Caesar/Hercules’; during the reign of 
Augustus, Hercules played a religious role and in the 
following decades he became a protective deity of the 
imperial family or the personification of the imperator. 
This deity, who was also Mark Antony’s favourite, was 
then used by poets of the Augustan era to be compared 
to Augustus, becoming a tool for his propaganda and 
thus reinforcing consensus for the princeps figure 106. 
Through Hercules (and all the gods invoked with the 
epithet Augustus), the emperor showed his close rela-
tionship with him, acting as mediator between the god 
and men; there was permanent cooperation between 
the two hierarchical powers 107.

The emperor’s relationship with Hercules 
remained long beyond Augustus’ reign during the 
first and second century AD. The commemoration 
of certain important events and the juxtaposition 
of certain divine figures with the imperial profile 
was an integral part of this process of ‘persuasive’ 

94	 Gostencnik, Dolenz 2016, p. 150.
95	 Cod. Paris. Suppl. Gr. 607 A, fol. 9v-10r; Gostenčnik, Dolenz 2016, p. 145.
96	 Hofeneder 2010.
97	 Scherrer 2014, p. 114.
98	 Scherrer 2014.
99	 CIL II, 11664.
100	 De Bernardo Stempel, Hainzmann 2020, p. 139.
101	 Lazar 2011, p. 30.
102	 Starac 2018, p. 26.
103	 AE 1995, 1200.
104	 Zaccaria 2012, p. 166.
105	 Šašel Kos 2008, p. 700.
106	 Hekster 2004, pp. 235-248; De Bernardin 2012, p. 348; Tyszlera, Jankowiak 2017; Cucchiarelli 2001, pp. 261-262: the most 

effective of these poets, was Virgil through the Aeneid: the Latin author emphasises that the new Caesar, i.e. Augustus, is destined to 
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information. Both Caligula and Nero personified 
Hercules 108. Jupiter’s dear son, Hercules represent-
ed the hero who had rid the world of the monsters 
that threatened it, a model of the good and virtuous 
king, who managed to triumph over his passions, 
and finally, he was the demigod who had sojourned 
on earth before being taken up into Olympus, thus 
an example of apotheosis, very useful for the cult of 
the divi Augusti  109. It was Trajan who expressed a 
very strong devotion to Hercules, who was a point 
of reference for the emperor in his governmental 
endeavours and who aimed to be a ‘good ruler’: a 
deity declared by Dion  110 to be Trajan’s help and 
protector for the duration of his (just) rule. Hercules 
was moulded as a mythical figure suited to the impe-
rial role 111. If Trajan emphasised Hercules’ qualities 
as a fighter, Hadrian depicted the god more as a 
traveller, referring to him as Hercules Gaditanus: 
the deity in fact came from the same province as 
the emperor and from the same settlement, Gades, 
as his mother. The link is established between the 
emperor, the Empire and the travelling deity and is 
reflected in the symbolic idea of a unified Empire 
across all its nations, on an equal footing  112. The 
imitatio Herculis, its personification by Commodus, 
was part of a project to renew the Empire: Hercules 
was obviously the appropriate deity to evoke 
because not only had he defeated death on Mount 
Oeteus (and abducted Cerberus himself from the 
underworld), but during his life he had also fought 
perpetually against barbarism, symbolised by the 
monsters he bested  113. Hercules, who safeguarded 
society as a civilising hero protecting civilised  
life from primitive violence, became the model 
that rulers used as protector of their kingdoms 
from foreign threats and barbarism. The emperor 
thus becomes a god-emperor, ‘the people’s prin-
ceps,’ demonstrating his authority by this link with  
this deity, power accepted by the people through 
public acclamation rather than established institu-
tions 114.

Therefore, the cult of Hercules, in the second 
century AD connects his devotees to the emperor and 

his role offering stability and promotion to the cities, 
ensuring their prosperity and salvation and that of 
their inhabitants.

From the second century AD the great popular-
ity of Hercules was attested among the inhabitants of 
Virunum (perhaps linked to the foundation myth?). 
In this century, there are numerous instances where 
the epithet Augustus appears  115. The spread of this 
epithet (Augustus) in Aquileia may have influenced 
the Norican spread of the Augustan deities through 
the mobility of people  116. However, the association 
with Hercules, takes on a greater connotation in ref-
erence to the connection to the emperor, even if in 
the imperial period Hercules seems to have been less 
popular than expected both in Aquileia and its terri-
tory, as well as in the Regio X 117.

These identifications of the emperors with 
Hercules influenced the strength and tasks of the 
deity, as can be seen in the monuments. Among the 
inscriptions of Virunum, from the second century AD, 
appears one possibly offered to Hercules belonging 
to a centurio (?) of the VII Gemina, where the epithet 
names the deity as Augustus (AD 131-200). Behind 
this epithet, there is a relationship between the deity, 
protector of the Empire, and the emperor, the one 
for whom the soldier fights. Perhaps this link with 
the army is also reinforced in this period by Trajan’s 
decision in AD 102-104 to raise two new legions: he 
gave one of them, the Legio Secunda Traiana, the 
emblem of Hercules as a regimental standard 118.

In another inscription dated between AD 161 
and 211, from Zollfeld, the name Hercules is flanked 
by the goddess Epona, both with the epithet Augusti, 
by a municipal cult college  119. The consecration 
formula of pro salute imp(eratoris) reveals, for the 
cultores, that the well-being of the reigning emperor 
was central to their actions and thus a clearly politi-
cal motive 120.

A sacred foundation inscription was also found 
in Maglern/Meclaria (in Arnoldstein municipality 
just across the north eastern Italian border, in Austria) 
and it was dedicated to Hercules Augustus (to inform 
about restoring an undetermined monument) by  

108	 Palagia 1986, p. 145. D. C. 63, 20, 3-5: Dio Cassius wrote that the citharist Diodorus was at Nero’s side and evoked a festive 
Rome, and recorded the adulatory praise that accompanied the prince back home.
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113	 Hekster 2005, p. 213.
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C. Camerius Iuvenalis and Lucania Decorata between 
the second and third century AD. Camerii and 
Lucanii were two noble families of Virunum  121. 
The presence of Iuvenalis at the vicus of Meclaria/
Maglern, near the statio of Larix on the road from 
Virunum to Iulium Carnicum and Northern Italy sug-
gests involvement in a commercial activity. These 
families demonstrated their strength and wealth by 
renovating this monument, choosing a deity where 
the civic community recognised the powers and his 
protection over their imperial territory.

We’ve already looked at how the road from 
Teurnia and Aguntum to Iuvavum (Salzburg) pro-
vided proof of Hercules’ role as a travellers’ safe-
guard, thanks to a bronze statuette of the deity found 
at the Hochtor Pass. On the same road, an inscription 
from Bischofshofen may still indicate the deity’s 
protective role over the pilgrims. The monument 
is dated to the second century AD and the god has 
the epithet Augustus: it was donated by L. Petilius 
Alianus as an ex-voto 122. Iuvavum was a centre with 
several workshops for metalworking and ceramics, 
that developed under emperor Claudius; an increase 
in craft activities occurred in the second century 
AD 123. The gens Petilia has numerous inscriptions 
in Aquileia (six) against one in Patavium/Padua and 
one in Brixia/Brescia for a total of eight in the Regio 
X. Their origin was Picenian, and they were a fam-
ily involved in commercial activities as their name 
appeared on tesserae nummulariae in Rome or in the 
vicinity of Parma 124. L. Petilius may have dedicated 
to Hercules in reference to a successful business trip, 
thanks to the protection provided in this area of the 
Empire.

In Iuvavum, in the second century AD, another 
monument is offered by Albius Florus to Hercules 
Augustus 125. The Albii appear in Aquileia with about 
twenty inscriptions  126. The family was involved in 
the production of ceramics, because stamps ‘Albius’ 
and ‘Albi’ in planta pedis appear on terra sigillata in 
Aquileia thereby showing a probable local produc-
tion, and they were also exported to Noricum  127. 
The involvement of the family in financial activities 

in Noricum is confirmed by the name of the gens 
on tesserae nummularie on the Magdalensberg and 
appears on stamps and graffiti. We do not know the 
reasons that led Albius Florus to dedicate to Hercules 
in Iuvavum, however, it seems there was a connec-
tion between the family and the god, since an ara 
was offered in Aquileia by one Caius Albius Andies 
between 120 and 80 BC 128.

In Iuvavum, the link between Hercules and 
the military world could be again confirmed by 
an inscription of a veteran, Pudentius Maximinus, 
ex decurio alae Tampianae in the second century 
AD 129.

Flavia Solva, bounded to the east by Savaria, to 
the south by the territories of Poetovium and Celeia, 
and to the west by that of the capital, Virunum, 
became a municipium under Vespasian. Here too, 
there are a few dedications to Hercules Augustus 
without the name of the dedicator  130: the epithet  
is to be understood as an attribute linked to the 
emperor and his power  131. In another inscription 
(AD 210-212) Hercules is flanked by Victoria  
and both are referred to as Augusti: it was voted 
by a married couple of peregrine legal status and 
dedicated pro salute et adventu to the Norican 
governor Marcus Munatius Sulla Cerialis  132. This 
inscription does not allude to the healing pow-
ers of the god. The goddess Victoria Augusta, 
became the symbolic deity of Augustus and his 
pax Augusta, as Augustus himself succinctly put it, 
was “a peace born of victories”  133. Furthermore, 
the goddess Victory like Iuppiter Dolichenus, Mars 
and Hercules, was directly associated with the 
military profession in the context of imperial war 
policies and military victories 134 and consequently 
displayed with the globe to symbolize world domi-
nation  135. In this case, the qualities of Hercules 
are reinforced with those of Victoria and the cul-
tic association provides greater protection for the 
province and its administrator. While four altars are 
present in Emona, this goddess is rarely attested in 
Aquileia  136. Nevertheless in the Norican area, she 
was worshipped in several monuments on her own, 
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possibly as a pre-Roman divinity of vital force and 
protector against misfortune 137.

Hercules’ protecting power is most visible 
around the Empire’s frontiers, where multiple inscrip-
tions have been discovered. In Lauriacum (Lorch), 
from AD 180 military base of the II Italica, at the 
confluence of the Enns and the Danube, the god’s 
epithet is sanctus and the monument is erected by a 
collegium to Hercules. This epithet is not frequent 
in Roman religion  138, and especially the formula 
deus sanctus Hercules is unknown in Noricum. The 
names listed would appear to be civilians, Roman 
citizens, from the municipium of Lauriacum rather 
than soldiers of the legio II Italica  139. The adjec-
tive sanctus used with the name of Hercules could 
emphasise his indomitable and elevated status as a 
god (being understood as ‘venerable’ and ‘honour-
able’). However, the cult appellation sanctus could 
also derive from the epithet sancus, used to describe 
Hercules as the guarantor of an oath 140.

An inscription to Hercules is also dedicated 
by Hermes in favour of Quintus  141. Perhaps this 
dedication is linked to the powers of the god, who is 
thanked for the salvation and protection (from illness 
or the dangers of a journey?) of Quintus. 

Furthermore, he is also invoked in two 
inscriptions by the immunis calcariensis Aelius 
Marcellus, military administrator of the lime kilns 
in Lauriacum  142. The kiln was probably used by 
soldiers of legio II Italica in the last third of second 
century AD. Monuments dedicated to the deity are 
connected to a sanctuary of Hercules in the vicinity 
of the lime kiln battery  143. The Roman army had 
a significant presence in various aspects of public 
works and construction projects, including quarries 
(in this case a lime-stone quarry); its well-organized 
engineering units played a crucial role in overseeing 
and directing the planning, designing, and supervis-
ing the construction of roads, bridges, aqueducts, 
and other infrastructure projects 144. It is interesting 
to note that many people who served in detach-
ments in quarries or mining areas erected votive 
stelae to this god to commemorate their suffering 
and sacrifice, as mining is often associated with 

Hercules. Officers and soldiers involved in these 
areas, adopted this practice to express their devo-
tion and gratitude to him and their altars are tan-
gible symbols of the god’s protection and support 
during their work. Behind the monuments of the 
immunis there is a desire to dedicate to Hercules in 
connection with the dedicator’s link to the military 
world, the quarries and the completion of various 
public works at the border.

With the epithet Augustus, Hercules is vener-
ated in an ex-voto erected by an Aurelius Mer(---) 
between 170 and 230 AD 145. In the inscription, where 
Aurelius does not specify his role, there may be other 
reasons for celebrating Hercules. One possibility is 
that the dedication to Hercules is related to a healing 
or a successful journey. As already examined, in pre-
vious centuries, people turned to him for assistance 
in times of illness or to seek protection during their 
journeys, particularly in challenging or dangerous 
situations. The location of the site on the border may 
assign the god the role of protector from external 
attacks, from the barbarian forces symbolised by 
the mythological monsters defeated by Hercules 146. 
Hercules was in fact attributed the important role of 
bearer of culture, especially in the still ‘barbarian’ 
peripheral provinces 147. In Pannonia it was in these 
functions that he was successful, he was a sym-
bol of the army, a defender of the Empire  148. This 
could also have been his role behind the collective 
dedication mentioned above to Sanctus Hercules. 
The same role as protector of the borders, separat-
ing civilisation and barbarism, may emerge from an 
inscription from Celeia dated to the second century 
AD in which Hercules is invoked with other deities, 
Mars, Victoria and Noreia 149. The four deities men-
tioned, all have a defensive and victorious character. 
Perhaps it was hoped to be a special protection in a 
time of crisis (e.g. during the storm of attacks by the 
Marcomanni) 150.

Mautern (Favianis) was an important frontier 
garrison town, where one of the Roman Danube 
fleets was stationed. From this territory comes a 
tombstone dedicated to Aracinthus servus of the 
tribunus laticlavius Petronius Priscus, by members 
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of a cult association (Hercules and Diana) to which 
the slave probably belonged  151. This association 
was a collegia funeraticia, formed by people of low 
social status, servants, who ensured themselves a 
dignified burial 152.

Hercules, in private use was linked to the funer-
ary sphere because he was a hero who had become 
immortal through his merits and was connected  
to the underworld (victory over Cerberus and the 
episode of Alcesti)  153. However, the association 
with Diana is probably related to the tradition that 
sees them together in the public lectisternium of 
399 BC: the presiding god Hercules, is flanked by 
her 154.

The spread of the cult of Hercules in Noricum 
could also be linked to quarrying and building. In 
other parts of the empire he is accompanied by the 
epithet Saxanus; in Noricum, however, he does not 
appear with the double name, but on inscriptions 
the deity invoked in the mines appears only as 
Saxanus 155. His association as protector of the quar-
ries and their workers can therefore only be assumed, 
pending further research.

The cumulative inscription from Šmartno na 
Pohorju (present-day Slovenia), found next to an 
ancient quarry, was dedicated to Iuppiter Optimus 
Maximus and Saxanus Augustus  156. The dedica-
tors Aurelii had received their civil rights with 
the constitutio Antoniniana  157. The quarries in 
Pohorje were of central importance, as they sup-
plied the needs of Celeia and its territory, and their 
stones were transported to the Drava plain towards 
Poetovio 158.

Gummern was also famous for its rich marble 
quarries 159, from which two inscriptions have been 
found  160. The inscriptions were erected by serv-
ants, under service of the Romans and whose names 

indicate a local origin 161. In one of the monuments, 
Saxanus is accompanied by the epithet Augustus; in 
the other, this epithet is absent, perhaps indicating 
an older origin 162. In Regio X, only one inscription 
has been found that mentions Hercules Saxanus 
from Tridentum. It could have belonged to one of 
the rich marble and chalk quarries still in use near 
Trento 163.

Since the name of Hercules is never inscribed on 
these Norican monuments, it is unclear whether there 
was a direct connection with the god of Tridentum 
himself, and indeed scholars still maintain a wide 
range of hypotheses: the epithet Saxanus is used 
sine dei nomine; or it could appear as a ‘secondary 
epithet’ of Hercules; or, if elsewhere an indigenous 
and mining or rock-bound deity had been assimilated 
to Hercules, this is not the case in Noricum, where 
the deity is worshipped in his original identity: so 
there is no Hercules Saxanus, but only a Norican 
Saxanus 164.

However, the link between Hercules and quar-
ries is confirmed in other parts of the empire. 
Several dedications to Hercules Saxanus were 
erected by Roman soldiers (classiarii) in the quarry 
in the valley of the Brohl, a tributary of the Rhine 
in Lower Germany  165. At Salona (in Croatia), the 
link between Hercules and the world of quarrying is 
confirmed by an inscription erected by an unspeci-
fied association (very likely a collegium fabrum), 
which records an annual and official ritual dedi-
cated to Hercules on the 1st of February 166: a further 
guarantee of more effective divine protection, but 
also a demonstration of their piety and loyalty to 
the emperor.

The Roman caves on the northern coast of the 
island of Brač, the main source of stone for Salona, 
are a rich testimony to the cult of Hercules: his relief 
is carved into the rock at the entrance to the quarry 

151	 CIL III, 5657 (p. 2287) = CIL III, 11798 = ILLPRON 849; Pochmarski, Weber Hiden 2019, pp. 345-347.
152	 Noll 1975, p. 159. About recent studies on collegia funeraticia and their role: Rutgers 2013, pp. 518 -519.
153	 Arata 1993, p. 81.
154	 Liv. 5, 13, 6; Levi 1996, p. 82.
155	 About the German, Celtic or Roman origin of Hercules Saxanus, see Matijević 2016. The inscription in De Bernardo Stempel, 

Hainzmann 2020, p. 416: CIL III, 5093 = ILLPRON 206: Virunum – St. Georgen im Lavanttal: S(ancto?) Saxano | Aug(usto) sac(rum) | 
Adiutor (scil. servus) | et Secundinus (scil. servus), considers S as possibly Sanctus see p. 419, when another author as Silvanus, Casa-
buro, Fabiani 2015, p. 74.

156	 ILLPRON 1892: Celeia vel Flavia Solva nisi Poetovio – Šmartno na Pohorju, Slovenska Bistrica (Slo): [I(ovi)] O(ptimo) 
M(aximo) | [et] Saxan[o] | [A]ug(usto) | Aur(elius) Aprilis | Aur(elius) Ursul[us] | [Au]r(elius) Anculat[us] | v(otum) s(olverunt) 
l(ibentes) m(erito).

157	 Bernardo Stempel, Hainzmann 2020, p. 419.
158	 Djurić 2001, p. 62.
159	 Djurić, Müller 2009, p. 116.
160	 Bernardo Stempel, Hainzmann 2020, p. 416: ILLPRON 375: Saxano Aug(usto) | sac(rum) Messor | C(ai) H(erennii) Ruf(ini) 

s(ervus) | ex vis{s}u (!) po(suit); ILLPRON 376: Teurnia – Weißenstein: Cautus (scil. servus) | Sa(xano) | Hoponinus (scil. servus) | 
Pusinnus (scil. servus).

161	 De Bernardo Stempel, Hainzmann 2020, p. 420.
162	 De Bernardo Stempel, Hainzmann 2020, p. 419.
163	 Meyer 1893, p. 128.
164	 De Bernardo Stempel, Hainzmann 2020, pp. 422-423.
165	 Ricci, Granino Cecere 2006, p. 243; Hirt 2010, p. 175; Zoia 2013, p. 459; Nikolić 2019, p. 460.
166	 CIL III, 1968 = CIL III, 8568; Ivanišević 2021, p. 9.
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in Rasohe 167. Two votive altars and two uninscribed 
portable reliefs of Hercules are scattered in the wider 
quarry area between Splitska and Škrip  168. In both 
votive altars Hercules bears the divine epithet of 
Augustus, thus redirecting the local cult of Hercules 
towards the imperial figure of Rome. Also, in Upper 
Moesia, an epigraphic monument is dedicated to 
Hercules by the lapidaries of two legions, the IV 
Flavia and the VII Claudia 169. In Tibur (near Rome), 
Hercules Saxanus is commemorated probably by a 
libertus, because he was the protector of the workers 
in the nearby travertine quarries 170.

This evidence proves beyond doubt that Hercules 
was the patron god of those involved in quarrying 
and building: the workers secured more effective 
divine protection and demonstrated their piety and 
loyalty to the emperor. Mining was a challenging and 
dangerous occupation, and those who engaged in it 
sought protection and assistance from deities associ-
ated with strength and resilience. Hercules, known 
for his physical prowess and ability to overcome 
obstacles, became a fitting patron for miners, espe-
cially those linked to the army: a difficult and risky 
profession 171. By erecting votive stelae to Hercules 
in quarries or mining areas, the individuals involved 
in the detachments expressed their acknowledgment 
of the hardships they faced and their gratitude for the 
support they believed they received from the god. 
These altars served as a form of tribute and a tangible 
reminder of their devotion to Hercules. In Noricum, 
however, his connection with Saxanus remains a 
hypothesis until new discoveries and findings shed 
more light on the question.

Conclusions

The Empire’s centuries-long history was char-
acterised by a pantheon with a changing and plural 

character. The functions and abilities of Roman deities 
could be enlarged if they were connected with other 
local gods or flanked by epithets. Through the evolu-
tion of its functions, epithets, and the relationships 
with other deities, Hercules’ cult went through sev-
eral stages in its plural nature, and divine functions in 
Noricum. The studies on lived roman religion progress 
and new evidence is found in this study: the evolu-
tion of Hercules’ cult and its adaptation to the needs 
and beliefs of his devotees is a fascinating aspect that 
deserves investigation. 

In the Republican age, this shepherd-related 
deity experienced fortune and gained followers in 
Aquileia and its surrounding territory. However, as the 
Roman state transitioned into the Imperial age, his cult 
found new adherents and expanded into the provin-
cial territory of Noricum. During this time, Hercules’ 
cult underwent significant changes and gained new 
domains of influence. He went from being associated 
with shepherds, healing, and travellers to becoming a 
deity linked to the emperors, serving and protecting as 
the guardian of Noricum, which was seen as the last 
stronghold of civilization, on the boundaries of the 
Empire.

While Hercules’ influence and presence thrived 
in Noricum, it appears that in the upper Adriatic 
area, his cult lost its former significance, leaving 
behind little evidence of his worship. The growth 
and transformation of Hercules’ nature, as seen in 
the expansion of his functions and epithets, exem-
plify the adaptability and versatility of Roman 
deities. Hercules was able to adapt to the various 
requirements and beliefs of his devotees during the 
first two centuries AD, showcasing the evolving 
nature of Roman religion. The idea that the god 
Hercules may have exercised his power associ-
ated to Saxanus during the extraction of stone in 
Noricum is a subject that could be explored through 
future archaeological and historical research.

167	 Hirt 2010, p. 176.
168	 Cambi 2019, p. 13.
169	 Nikolić 2019.
170	 CIL XIV, 3543.
171	 Nikolić 2019, pp. 459-460.
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Abstract 

This article investigates the religious-cultural relationship between the first Italics/Aquileians who entered the lands 
beyond the Alps, in what was to become the province of Noricum, and the indigenous peoples, focusing on one deity, the 
Graeco-Roman Hercules. The stages through which the god was exported are examined, as well as the metamorphosis 
the deity underwent in the new territory, taking on diverse powers to fulfil the requirements of his worshippers.

Keywords: Hercules; Aquileia; Noricum; Transhumance; Saxanus.

Riassunto
Alcune riflessioni sulla diffusione del culto di Hercules tra l’Adriatico nord-orientale e il Norico

L’articolo indaga il rapporto religioso-culturale tra i primi italici/aquileiesi che entrarono nelle terre d’oltralpe, in quella 
che sarebbe diventata la provincia del Norico, e le popolazioni indigene, concentrandosi su una divinità, l’Ercole greco-
romano. Vengono esaminate le fasi di esportazione del culto del dio e l’evoluzione delle funzioni che la divinità subì nel 
nuovo territorio, assumendo diversi poteri per soddisfare le esigenze dei suoi seguaci.

Parole chiave: Hercules; Aquileia; Norico; transumanza; Saxanus.
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