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Preface

I have been interested in the impact of Christianity on the transmission of ancient texts ever since I studied classical literature and history. During my graduate studies in Tübingen, I became interested in Christian authors and religious studies. Discussions and several readers have helped to enhance this book. I am aware that a project like this will always leave some questions unresolved, and the specialist reader may find that I have not included in the final version every possible study pertinent to each aspect of this book.

I am grateful to the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation for a generous research grant that allowed me to do research for this book at the University of Colorado at Boulder and later at the University of Bonn. I would like to thank Noel Lenski, who made my stay in Boulder convenient and productive. I have been able to discuss this work with various scholars, of whom I would like to mention James Corke-Webster, Aaron Jackson, Melissa Markauskas, Hannah Probert, Konrad Vössing and Jamie Wood, and to present preliminary results internationally at various workshops and conferences.

Dirk Rohmann
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Introduction

The modern book has its roots in Late Antiquity. In the ancient world texts were normally written on rolls, which were made predominantly out of papyrus. Comparatively, the codex-book embodies a form much closer to today’s books. Codices were bound books that allow the opening of two pages at a time. While paper as we know it was unknown in Antiquity, ancient codices were mostly made out of parchment. Parchment codices became the predominant form of books from Late Antiquity (c. 300 –700) to the Middle Ages. Both forms were used to present and preserve information, but the durability of the materials used required them to be copied, leading to accidental and deliberate redactions, misinterpretations and mistakes. Because of their literal, symbolic and cultural power, and because they were often used to transmit religious doctrine, magic and arcane rites and narratives, and cultural information, books in this period were emblematic sites of contention between competing ideologies and cultural discourses. In this context, books could get lost, they could be censored and banned, and they could also be burnt or destroyed.

As a cultural practice, book-burning was known and performed throughout Antiquity. While other methods of destruction did exist, such as by throwing in water, book-burning was the most effective method of obliterating the writing that the book contained. It also served the purpose of ritualized purification when applied to books containing content classed as dangerous or seditious. This book considers and examines book-burning and censorship of books in Late Antiquity, arguing that the demonisation of books contrary to the Christian world view had a negative impact on the transmission of texts between Antiquity and the Middle Ages.

The assumption that book-burning was seen as a means of purification needs some clarification. Christianity had its own concepts of purification. The Bible, particularly the New Testament, is full of images emphasising the purifying force of fire; God and the faith are portrayed as fire, destroying the enemies of faith and testing the true faith as if fire tests gold and silver, and the fear of hellfire justifies any loss or drastic measure in this world.1 The Christian author Origen gives a very interesting testimonial on the Christian idea of faith as a fire verifying any human interpretation on the true understanding of faith. Commenting on the biblical Book of Numbers, Origen explains the role of heretics2within God’s creation, suggesting, as other Christian authors do, that the fire of biblical truth is not only able to refute heretics, but does also shine brighter if elucidated by false, heretical interpretations. While this is a somewhat metaphorical picture, Origen does mention at least one heretical author (Marcion) whose works were actually ordered to be burnt.3 This shows that the idea of true faith burning and purifying false interpretations was close to the actual act of refuting and literally destroying heretical works, while the act of refutation itself helped to shape orthodoxy. In other words, there is no need for the refuted material to survive.

This spiritual value of ancient writings stands alongside their material worth. In Late Antiquity expensive codex-books became the norm, but ancient papyri-books were probably much cheaper, given the availability of the material as papyrus was a plant that grew abundantly in Egypt. In classical Athens, books written by the philosopher Anaxagoras were reportedly sold for the market-price of one drachma, perhaps comparable to the daily wage of a skilled worker.4 According to the Edict on Maximum Prices in 301, in Late Antiquity scribes were paid much more than that to produce books, but the currency had long been devaluated. It is therefore difficult to compare book-prices. At any rate, book prices greatly differed depending on the quality and age of the book.5 There is a general tendency that codex-books in Late Antiquity became more lavish and expensive, especially Christian books. Moreover, although it is hardly possible to give exact figures, there was also a relatively high degree of literacy in ancient societies. Inscriptions had a central place in many ancient cities. On the other hand, just like in today’s world, books were sometimes recycled. Thus, the first-century poet Martial advises a colleague to donate his books to fish-sellers.6 This is somewhat ironic, but shows that papyrus was used as wrapping material. Many texts written on papyrus have been discovered in tombs, used, for example, as wrappings for mummies or sacred crocodiles. The spiritual nature of these texts therefore surpassed the value of the writing material. It is also known from Oxyrhynchus that biblical books were binned regardless of doctrinal concerns.7 It is conceivable that, when a limited number of books were burnt, their material value was somewhat negligible. On the other hand, many classical authors had a high regard for the cultural value of books and therefore despised their destruction.8 It also known from the Life of Severus (discussed in section 3.4) that one owner of magic books paid an unspecified, but reportedly high price to acquire these. The burning of magic books may well have included a certain amount of social envy as the individuals who burnt these books would often have been unable to afford books at this price.

Censorship may be defined as the suppression of texts (entire books or single passages) as objectionable, often on ideological (including religious) grounds, applied through an authoritative agent. Censorship can be applied, for example, through legislation to curb the circulation of any writings, the wider ramifications of this being the active refusal to copy texts. Because of its association with totalitarian states in the twentieth century (most notably the Nazi book-burning of 1933) and because of a variety of fictional works, contemporary readers often have an emotive response to the idea and practice of book-burning and censorship. Yet, the concept of censorship was already known to Plato,9 and it was endorsed by later Christian authorities. The institutional possibilities within which censorship could be enforced in Antiquity were very different from modern states, as many books were privately copied and distributed. Censorship in pre-modern societies has therefore been linked to canon formation.10 It is also worth noting that in Antiquity there was no constitutional or general law defining freedom of speech. While the concept of liberty of speech (libertas dicendi) did exist, it did so more as a privilege of the elite rather than as an accepted legal and cultural human right. Thus when books were burnt in Late Antiquity it would be inaccurate to consider this (as we would in contemporary terms) as an individually or culturally oppressive act, although it is possible that the owners of these books may well have thought otherwise.11 While book-burning and censorship are today often regarded as government-sanctioned acts, we will see a variety of different incidents. Besides public acts of book-burning, often performed by secular or ecclesiastical authorities, books could privately be burnt both in Antiquity and in our own recent past. This means that there are a variety of motives to destroy a book. Examples may include waste management; destruction of a manuscript by the author, who feels his contribution to be inadequate; voluntary destruction by the owner who dislikes the content of a book (because of its poor quality or out of ideological or religious reasons); burning a holy book to attract publicity; spontaneous acts of book-burning caused by religious or moral offence; identity-forming, ceremonial acts of vandalism, if, for example, supporters of a football club burn items related to a rival club.

I shall consider book-burning in every possible form, distinguishing between different motivations to burn books. I shall also consider censorship not so much in a modern understanding (government-sanctioned oppression of writings) as within the possibilities of an ancient state: as orders or recommendations to ban books or as active refusal to copy books. Both strands of investigation and analysis will be pursued in order to answer the question of whether or not book-burning, the banning of books, the active refusal to copy texts, and the deliberate neglect of books to promote their disintegration inspired by religious reservations affected the survival of pagan literatures, particularly those concerned with the pre-Christian philosophical tradition.

Overview of Previous Scholarship

To date, no detailed specialised study has comprehensively investigated the subject of Christian book-destruction and censorship of pagan texts at the end of Antiquity.12 In their examinations of Christian book production, particularly the origins and introduction of the codex, recent works on Christianity and text transmission have perhaps not fully appreciated the cultural-historical significance of book-burning and censorship in Late Antiquity or its ramifications for Classical Studies.13 While the subject of religious violence in this period has recently attracted sustained consideration both in monographs and conference proceedings, scholars of religious conflict have paid relatively little attention to the active processes of book-burning – especially when compared to the academic focus on the destruction of other pagan cultural objects.14 As a consequence, drawing on anthropological and sociological theories, a tendency has arisen to categorise book-burning in Late Antiquity as an act of religious purification ritual rather than an act of cultural violence and of censorship.15

Supporting this narrative’s contention is an academic consensus across the fields of Classical Philology, Archaeology, and Early Medieval History that has noted the detrimental impact Christianity had on the uninterrupted and uncorrupted transmission of ancient texts, although it does not always position this as a consequence of active censorship or destruction. While early studies on this subject were partly informed by the outdated view of a strict pagan–Christian divide, a number of recent studies still adhere to the view that Christianity had a negative impact on text transmission.16 Indeed, the theme of zealous Christians burning pagan books, thereby destroying the legacy of Antiquity has had a place in popular and scholarly vision since Gibbon’s outrage at the burning of the library of Alexandria in The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (chapter 28, 1781). Similarly, in his polemical late work, The Antichrist, the nineteenth-century philosopher Nietzsche sought to portray the negative impact Christianity had on Roman culture. (§ 57; 59–60).

While Gibbon and Nietzsche’s views were informed by the religious and cultural discourses of their time, modern scholarship has adopted more neutral views on the transformations that Christianity introduced to Late Antiquity. Stroumsa, for example, noted that the “rise of the religions of the book” was an important aspect of Late Antiquity, when various co-existing religions increasingly came to focus on texts of authority, and that these changes lead to hardening of attitudes against other persuasions.17 The Judaeo-Christian tradition is an obvious example for this transformation, but so too are Islam and Manichaeism. It has also been noted that monotheistic ideas can as well be traced to the relevant pagan religious and philosophical groups of Late Antiquity.18 To my mind, there was still a difference in the attitudes towards the written word that came with Christianity. The Bible was divinely revealed. The establishment of a correct text and of a certain canon of books was thus something other than simply philological accuracy. It was about knowledge of things divine. This intensified the magical perception of written texts in Antiquity, discussed above. This change can also be seen in the sacrosanct nature of texts. While there have always been sacred texts in classical cultures, such as the Sibylline oracles, mystery religions and the teachings of Pythagoras, which were kept secret, some Christian texts contained colophons, written warnings against any alteration of the text.19

Moreover, it is generally accepted that by the fourth century Christian authors tended to advocate a religiously neutral reading of the classics. While Stroumsa acknowledged that leading Christian authors advocated censorship of heretical ideas, one of the questions addressed in this book is whether heresy was aligned only with specifically Christian non-conformism or also with pagan traditions.20

In this context, Speyer’s German language Book-Destruction and Censorship of the Spirit by Pagans, Jews and Christians and Sarefield’s Burning Knowledge: Studies of Book-burning in Ancient Rome are both much broader in terms of their time period and the identities of people involved in these practices. Both Speyer and Sarefield dedicated only a few pages on the subject of book-burning and censorship of texts originating from pagan traditions in Late Antiquity, emphasizing the need for further research into this question.21

Speyer’s study broke up the losses caused by censorship and destruction into different categories. On one hand, he concluded that the loss of heretical texts was a consequence of suppression and deliberate destruction, noting the ways that clerical and imperial authorities outlawed heretical books. As a consequence, he suggested that such texts survived only when orthodox authors quoted fragments for refutation, when copyists forged the author’s name and attributed the work to a popular orthodox author, or when these texts were translated and transmitted in the Islamic world. On the other hand, he also contends that only “a very small part” of pagan literature was destroyed by Christians, a conclusion based on the paucity of evidence indicating the exact titles or figures of books destroyed.22 However, the balance of probability and evidence indicates that Speyer is right when he suggests that it is difficult to estimate what was materially lost to book-burning and censorship. While he categorised targeted pagan texts into magical literature, anti-Christian writings, ritual books and lascivious literature, Speyer began with a statement that merits further discussion:

From pagan scientific books, in which the old religion was defended, Christianity attacked, there are only weak remainders extant or evidence that such works have once existed. This is largely the fault of ecclesiastical censorship of books, supported by edicts of Christian emperors. (Speyer, 1981, 134)

Speyer defines these writings as an anti-Christian speech by the rhetorician Fronto, a pamphlet by Hierocles, and the treatises of the philosophers Celsus and Porphyry and the emperor Julian. Yet the rate of survival is no more fruitful with regard to other writings. Where magical papyri have turned up since the nineteenth century, they have been chance finds and many philosophical texts, notably those of the pre-Socratics, have not survived at all except in refutations by Christian authors.23

Before concluding answers can be given on the impact Christianity had on the dissemination of pagan books, it is therefore necessary to briefly outline the trajectory of the transmission of pagan literature in general. It is clear that various factors have affected the transmission of texts, as we shall see in the following section. Among these, the social, cultural, and religious rise of Christianity should be considered influential as a detrimental or limiting force – both as an active agent in the destruction of books and a limiting factor via their neglect.

Text Transmission in Antiquity

Most of the literary works of Antiquity are lost. For example, it is estimated that for Latin literature less than one per cent of titles survive in total.24 The ratio of extant titles to titles lost but known from secondary references is less than 10 per cent for both the Greek and Latin literature.25 However, we are unaware of much of ancient literature’s corpus simply because then-contemporary authors tended not to cite or mention the sources they used. An exception to this is Pliny the Elder who claims to have studied 2,000 books to write his Natural History.26 On the other hand, much of high quality literature, but significantly more Greek than Latin literature has survived: the Attic orators, for example, including all of Demosthenes and pseudo-Demosthenian texts, and works from the fourth-century pagan rhetorician Libanius have all come down to us.

Apart from quotations of ancient literature, the evidence on the amount of literary titles extant at a given period within Antiquity is scant. Many written texts were not meant to survive for centuries, but only to circulate among a limited readership. In this age, books were found in the public libraries of prestigious cities, institutions affiliated with gymnasia, and private collections. If a book did not find a readership, then the chances were that it would not be copied. Given the perishable nature of the materials that texts were copied onto, this meant that it would not survive. By extension, texts that gained a wider audience were more likely to survive. For example, in his famous tenth book of Institutio Oratoria Quintilian gave a history of famous Latin literature in comparison with Greek literature, used in schools and circulating widely. Quintilian was the first publicly appointed professor of rhetoric in Rome in the first century and his book outlines the rhetorical processes aimed at canonisation. As the grammarian Terentianus Maurus wrote in the second century “according to the capabilities of the reader, books have their destinies.”27

One of the key reasons cited as to why many of these books have not come down to us from Antiquity is the break-up of the Western Roman Empire. Up to the mid-twentieth century, the notion of a cultural decline in Late Antiquity prevailed. The works of Brown influentially proposed the view that Late Antiquity experienced broad cultural changes, which can best be understood as transformation processes, and needs therefore to be seen as a society in its own right.28As a result, Late Antiquity is today often regarded as a period of cultural recovery after the so-called third-century crisis, although the view that there was no cultural decline in Late Antiquity is itself now fading.29 Fuhrmann explained the loss of Latin literature as a result of the third-century crisis, noting the difficulties in attributing titles with certainty in the period 235–284.30 Similarly, Herzog and Schmidt posited that change of literary taste during the Second Sophistic narrowed down the corpus of ancient texts before the fourth century.31

The evidence is scant, but it is possible to suggest that while the production of literature declined during the third century this may not necessarily have affected the transmission of texts from earlier centuries, at least as far as Greek literature is concerned. For example, Longinus, a Platonic philosopher of the third century AD and teacher of the famous philosopher Porphyry, wrote that Greek philosophers of various schools studied both ancient and recent authors.32 Similarly, quoting an anonymous treaty, the Church historian Eusebius attests the transmission of ancient scientific knowledge in the early fourth century by non-conformist Christian followers of Artemon.33 Oribasius compiled a medical handbook on behalf of the emperor Julian (361–363). Although favouring Galen, he was able to draw from many medical authors still extant at that time,34 but he may have had access to a special medical library. This evidence can be aligned with Witschel’s convincing qualification of the impact of the third-century crisis on the urban culture in a detailed study.35 While it is true that more ancient texts today are extant from the fourth century than from any other century of Antiquity, this state of transmission is due as much to the prolific Christian authors and obvious interest by the Christian authorities in transmitting books during the Middle Ages rather than the actual comparative productivity of the fourth century.

Based on earlier studies, Alan Cameron argued that Latin Christian authors of the fourth and fifth centuries roughly read the same (Latin and few Greek) classical authors as their pagan contemporaries did, and that these classical authors are largely identical with the ones read today.36 The argument of this book is that, while Christian ecclesiastical authors often criticised any kind of pagan literature (but with doubtful effect), there was a broad consensus that certain old branches of pagan philosophy were incommensurable with, and presented a challenge to, Christian doctrine.

Factors Affecting the Transmission of Texts

As I have intimated, the survival of ancient books, texts, and writings often depends on circumstances or a series of coincidences. A key factor in this is the willingness to copy texts. Most of the texts that have failed to come down to us through time perish because of a lack of interest in them or a change in cultural taste or beliefs. For example, early imperial histories (such as the history by Cluvius Rufus) were generally not available by the fourth century, Tacitus excepted. Likewise, while the Hellenistic poet Callimachus lost popularity in the Byzantine age, Apollonius of Rhodes continued to be read. In this section, I shall therefore enumerate a number of factors that affected the transmission of texts from Antiquity to the Middle Ages.

A significant proportion of scholars identify the eventual transcription from papyrus roll to parchment codex in the late fourth and early fifth century as the prime reason for the loss of pagan texts.37 Texts not transcribed were excluded from further transmission. It is not known whether or not the costs of production contributed to the media change. The material of parchment was in use occasionally since the second century BC at the latest. Martial in the late first century AD mentions early parchment codices in casual use for what appear to be pocket books for reading the classics.38 The increasing preference for parchment is linked to Christianisation. Based primarily on an early survey of books discovered in the ancient rubbish bin in Oxyrhynchus from the first to seventh century, Kenyon concluded the material was used mostly for Christian texts.39 Roberts and Skeat came up with the hypothesis that Christian congregations promoted the preference for the parchment codex first in Antioch or Rome – although contemporary scholarship considers this model to be simplistic.40 However, from a different angle, Cavallo’s sociological theory of a widespread hostility against the roll as the carrier of the elite rhetorical tradition confirms the archaeological evidence.41 Nevertheless, the process of replacing old books with new parchments can be accurately documented only for the theological library of Caesarea in the third and fourth centuries and for the imperial library of Constantinople.42 While this process was underway during the period under discussion, it is worth noting that worshippers of the Nile-river cult in Egypt continued to use papyri as late as the eighth century.43 But by comparison to papyrus, parchment codices could keep more content and allowed for easier cross-referencing – all of which were of interest to Christian Bible exegesis and to the law.

Papyrus was available in abundance in the ancient world, indicating that books were produced on a relatively large scale. Papyri rolls, up to 11 m long, were produced primarily in Egypt. Besides supplying the Mediterranean with writing material, papyrus served different purposes. Estimations are that in the Hellenistic and Roman period production of papyrus amounted “beyond doubt, to millions of rolls per annum.”44 In the early second century, Pliny the Younger, famous author of a letter collection, indicates that a private biography of an otherwise unknown person, who had died in his youth, had a circulation of 1,000 copies, but Pliny here is criticising this effort as inadequate. Nevertheless, this suggests that outwith of its administrative, legal, or governmental uses, papyrus was much used privately for documentation up to and including personal biographies.45

Although some scholars continue to sustain “the myth that papyrus is not a durable material”,46 papyrologists have come to the conclusion that papyrus is, in fact, an astonishingly durable, transportable and flexible material, one which has “a usable life of hundreds of years.”47 Ancient literary papyri have survived only as archaeological finds discovered since the late nineteenth century, in places such as the desert sand, graves, rubbish bins and places buried under volcanic ashes (like the philosophical library in Herculaneum), provided favourable conditions were given. It is a commonplace that no book transferred from roll to codex was likely to survive except in special circumstances because rolls that were not kept safe in sturdy boxes were much more vulnerable than the parchment codex. Rolls could more easily tear if used or rot if opened. However, no papyri containing pagan texts are firmly known to have been stored in any medieval library. The numerous Ravenna papyri, which survived in an archive, are church documents from 445 to 700.48 The two oldest literary papyri preserved in libraries too have Christian texts: 92 and 103 folios (double sided pages) both from the sixth century (the latter wrapped in strips of a book authored by Pliny).49 With the abolition of trade routes after the fall of the Roman Empire, papyrus was seldom used in the West. This shows that there was some chance that papyri could have been transmitted at least into the Middle Ages, if stored appropriately, and that appropriate storage of papyri was linked to Christian interests.

Alongside changing tastes, cultural shifts, and technological developments, military invasions and the economic decline also contributed to the loss of texts in Late Antiquity. Ancient libraries could also easily fall victim to natural disasters.50 Calculations suggest that the losses of Greek manuscripts in the twentieth century amounted to around five per cent, with World Wars One and Two being significant in this context.51 The Byzantine (553) and Lombard (568) invasions in Italy seem to coincide with the end of senatorial subscriptions and the eventual abolition of the senatorial order as well as of the grammarians’ teaching profession (an end welcomed by Pope Gregory the Great). In the early seventh century Sassanians and later Arabs took important regions such as Egypt and Syria, reducing the Byzantine Empire roughly to Asia Minor and Constantinople.52 Therefore, what might be called regime change and other conflict types must have had a correlative impact on textual preservation and survival. Brown, for example, identified economic reasons and changing educational requirements alongside religious reservations as key factors in the decline of classical studies.53 This means that when earthly success and social status no longer depended on familiarity with non-Christian texts, this inevitably led to a loss of interest in these texts.

In the first part of this investigation, I shall survey the evidence for book-destruction and censorship of books in Late Antiquity (c. 300 –700), discussing the credibility of the sources and setting out the uncertainty of the evidence. Building on previous literature on book-burning and censorship in Antiquity, I will consider a broad range of relevant sources from Late Antiquity, particularly pagan and Christian correspondence, history, hagiography, poetry, legal and apologetic-polemical texts, placing particular emphasis on the period after the emperor Constantine. My aim is not to provide a complete account of instances of book-burning and bans. While I will discuss the significant relevant instances of book-burning and legal bans on pagan books or texts, I am aware that there are some further (less important or late) testimonials of Christians burning Christian books that I have not included here.54

The material is arranged according to the various kinds of book-destruction: by the Roman authorities in accordance with law (chapters 1–2); by zealous Christians, such as monks, ascetics and holy men (Chapter 3); by individuals renouncing their past (section 3.6) and by incidental or deliberate damage in raids and riots (Chapter 6). It is ordered thus to support my contention that while most of the evidence shows that books containing magic, astrology, heresy and specific philosophical attacks against Christianity were destroyed, there was also a grey area of books vulnerable to destruction and the categories of banned and burnt books was not clear-cut. It is also ordered thus to distinguish between different motives for book-burning, especially between public and private acts.

The aim and objectives of this book are to examine the practice of book-burning in Late Antiquity, positioning the phenomenon as a ritual practice and also a potential means for curbing the circulation of literature that was perceived to be dangerous. In undertaking this endeavour, the book will present and discuss evidence for bans and censorship of works as well as examining how censorship was implemented. Finally, it will survey the polemical discourse surrounding influential late antique authors, determining the personal and ideological attitudes that informed period decisions regarding which books to copy or not to copy. Indicating the complexities surrounding such a discussion of period, texts and authors, I shall focus on authors from the post-Constantinian period, a time when Christianity became increasingly and recognizably culturally dominant, but I shall also trace the origins of these censorious attitudes back to earlier Christian authors. This acknowledges that their engagements with competing literatures and ideologies built on established cultural precedents, if not necessarily legislative or authoritative ones.

It is apparent that these Christian authors were highly educated in much of the material they criticise or condemn. Of course, this does not mean that they were automatically hostile towards these cultures and their literatures. By comparison with the virulence of their attacks on heretical literature, their engagements with pagan and classical literatures appear somewhat benign. I shall argue that this is because these Christian authors perceived their refutations as dealing with enemies still influential. They also criticised the attitudes of contemporary Christians whom they thought were too lax. The guiding thrust of chapters 4–5, therefore, will determine in which areas the condemnation is more serious because pagan (philosophical) literature, or opinions transmitted in literature, are linked to heresy, magic, serious deviation from the Christian world view, canonicity and doctrinal issues. This book therefore also deals with the suppression of thoughts and ideas. Examining this, I shall also point to evidence where the language used by Christian authors to refute philosophical opinions is close to censorship laws and even incidents of book-burning in literary sources. In keeping with the points made by this section, I will also outline the strategies that were used to appropriate pagan literature for the Christian cause. Many of the passages I will analyse have yet to be discussed so far in this context.

It is important to stress that treatises and sermons (not unlike in today’s world) tell us little about the actual attitudes of the majority of the population and that incendiary language has had a long standing in polemical texts by different philosophical or religious schools since Antiquity (for example, in the essays by Lucian). These reservations should be taken into account throughout the discussions of the following chapters. This book does not subscribe to the outdated view that there was a strong Christian–pagan divide, with regard to culture, social networks or violent conflicts. Many modern scholars have also been keen to stress that Christian sources overemphasise the conflict between Christians and pagans, but that in reality there was neither public interest nor institutional possibilities to violently coerce pagans on a large scale in the fourth and fifth centuries.55 Keeping in mind this ambiguity, I will examine whether or not there is a way to determine in which literary genres the condemnation is simply rhetoric and in which the condemnation may have provoked action of one form or another. I will investigate whether there are pagan literary genres which are linked broadly to the fields of magic, divination and heresy and why. I will assess which sources these authors themselves were drawing on when they polemicized against less well-preserved texts and ideas. This discourse on which literary genres belong to Jerusalem and which to Babylon, figuratively speaking, helps us better to understand the range of genres that were unlikely to be copied and preserved. I shall argue that the similarity of terminology used by Christian authors and by censorship legislation played a role in some texts surviving and others being lost. In this context, the opinions of a few Christian authors (however powerful some of them were) tell us little about what officials actually did with regard to book-burning, but the Christian polemical discourse opens a window into the monastic world of Late Antiquity. Within this milieu polemical and hagiographical discourses on pagan philosophy often seem to be related. John Chrysostom, for example, was himself very close to the ascetic-monastic environment in which hagiographical writings often originated and circulated. Not only did monasteries become the transmitters of the ancient literary patrimony but also monks and ascetics were often involved in the search for, and destruction of, subversive books.

Whilst it is obvious that the evidence for book-burning is often linked to religious conflict, the book does not subscribe to the traditional conflict model. As a consequence, it must be noted that while religious conflicts demonstrably occurred, the Christianisation of the Roman Empire was much more peaceful and consensual than this selection of evidence implies at first glance. The first part of this book shows that actions against magical and astrological books were usually aligned with charges of paganism, even if the owner of these books purported to be Christians. Nevertheless, this does not mean that there was a strong pagan–Christian divide or general Christian hostility against the classics or against education throughout Late Antiquity. It must be noted that while the sources often use clear-cut categories regarding religious affiliation, in reality we have to expect a nuanced picture: baptised and unbaptised individuals; individuals with weak or strong religious beliefs, and so on.

We have seen that two of the dominant cultural trends of Late Antiquity are the emergence of Christianity as the state religion and the transcription of ancient texts from papyrus to parchment, a process that can be linked to Christianisation. The history of text transmission is somewhat diffuse and obscure. Notwithstanding this, it must be noted that as a result of this process texts that were not copied on parchment were not preserved into the Middle Ages. Introducing and discussing the evidence for Christians destroying or banning Christian books, this book indicates that there is scholarly agreement that texts that were unanimously regarded as heretical in censorship legislation usually did not survive except in refutations, because these were either destroyed or deliberately refused to be copied.

From the discussion of chapters 1–3 we can conclude that while books are known to have been destroyed ever since books existed, book-burning in Late Antiquity for the first time affected a significant part of the population. The contents of destroyed books are generally unclear and mostly unspecified in the sources, with “magical” books being the predominant category. The emperor Diocletian ordered Christian books to be burnt. Christian authors blamed pagan philosophers for this, penning some retaliatory narratives in the decades to follow. Destruction of books was also carried out for other reasons. Under the Christian emperor Valens, for example, Roman state authorities searched out and destroyed books on magic, law and liberal arts, in reaction to a conspiracy against the emperor. As a consequence, owners burnt their whole libraries throughout the East. It is likely that philosophical books were destroyed on this occasion because both Ammianus and later sources report that contemporary philosophers were particularly affected.

Under Constantine and the Theodosian dynasty, laws were repeatedly promulgated against a range of heretical and astrological books, although the search specifics were somewhat vague. While there is some evidence that books were occasionally destroyed, it is difficult to say whether or not these laws were effective. A law of 409 required mathematici to burn their books or be expelled. There is evidence in one of Augustine’s sermon (and possibly in Prudentius) that this law was enforced, at least in the area of North Africa with which Augustine’s audience was familiar. The commonest meaning of mathematici in expulsion contexts is that of astrologer; however, various sources indicate that there was a grey area in the interpretation of this term, and some Christian authors used it polemically with regard to Stoic and Epicurean philosophers. Certainly, there were no Stoic and Epicurean philosophers by this time, but it is possible that books containing these philosophical traditions were vulnerable to destruction. There is scant evidence that libraries were possibly destroyed during religious conflicts, most famously when the Serapeum was sacked in Alexandria in 391.

Particularly in hagiographical sources, there is also evidence for zealous Christians (monks, ascetics, holy men and Christian medical practitioners), often supported by state authorities, sporadically burning pagan and heretical books from Late Antiquity to the early Middle Ages. The reliability of these accounts, however, is often questionable. In these reported cases of book-burning, magic books again predominate as these books were believed to be powerful. The sources sometimes put magic books on a par with an unspecific range of pagan books without distinction. Nevertheless, as evidenced in the Life of Porphyry (section 3.5) it is clear that pagan ritual books were destroyed. Although mystery religions tended to transmit their doctrines orally, papyri on the religions of Mithras and other gods have been discovered buried in tombs. In legendary conversion accounts, magic books destined for burning are, in fact, portrayed as books on pagan philosophy. In the few passages of the Life of Severus which describe the content of magic books, these books do not simply contain magical spells, but were instead literary texts related to astrology, pagan religion or invocations to gods. In the case of Shenoute (who authored polemical treatises against philosophers) magic texts stand alongside whole book stacks owned by pagans and hieroglyphic inscriptions in contexts of destruction.

Section 3.4 illustrates the ways in which searches for these books were organised. Local judges, defensores, and civic officials were legally given the power to act as a religious police force. Tortures and other means of coercion, including the implicit threat of execution, could be applied to extract information as to which people were keeping problematic books. Given the practical difficulties of locating copies of a banned book, denunciation was the most feasible way to identify prohibited books, but denunciation was often due to reasons such as personal hatred rather than religious purification or social control. There is also some evidence that scribes reported to Church authorities suspicious pagan contents of books they received, with severe consequences to the owners of these books. Book-burning sometimes was a voluntary act (for example, to foster one’s own future clerical career), but it could also involve coercion, as shown in the example of a sermon by Augustine, in section 2.3.

According to a hagiographical text, the historical setting of which is supported by other sources, Epicurean and other texts in the possession of pagans were searched out under torture in Antioch and in the East during the reign of Justinian, probably in 555. However, it is unlikely that original Epicurean treatises circulated at this time period. It is more likely that the author was referring to traditions of Epicureanism or automatism in pagan or heretical works. As section 2.8 also contends, burning of pagan books was more frequently reported in the age of Justinian, when pagans were barred from teaching, although the sources were written long after the events and refer to these only briefly. As chapters 1–2 and 7 show, some late antique emperors and early medieval kings used book-burning and censorship as a means of social control, often in reaction to current religious struggles for the true way. Heresy and magic conflicts were often connected to conflicts of power, in which book-burning served as a ritual act.

In chapters 4–5, I shall discuss polemical passages of Christian authors of the late fourth and early fifth centuries that have thus far found little attention in the research. The key authors that I will mobilise to discuss this proposition are John Chrysostom, Prudentius, Augustine and Cyril of Alexandria (particularly his Contra Julianum) as these authors, to different extents, wrote the last comprehensive polemics specifically against classical and pagan literatures and cultures in the late fourth and early fifth centuries, with the exception of Theodoret of Cyrrhus. I shall show that in Christian polemics charges of magic, máthema, períerga, heresy, idolatry, and divination applied to many philosophical texts, especially on materialist philosophy and in the area of natural philosophy, as historically developed by Epicurean and Stoic philosophers but also by other old philosophers. Sources on book-burning and censorship-laws in Late Antiquity thus often use a terminology similar to Christian polemics.

Some provisions of ecclesiastical law (for example, the Apostolic Constitutions) barred the clergy from reading both pagan and heretical works, including scientific books disagreeing with the Bible, while permitting the refutation of their arguments against Christianity. Yet it is doubtful that educated clerics abstained entirely from reading pagan books simply because of ecclesiastical law. I shall show that classical works continue to be referred to, suggesting individual if not culturally continued knowledge of their contents. There is evidence in imperial legislation and in literature that books on magic, astrology, divination, various heresies and specific attacks against Christianity (like Porphyry) were officially banned. The categories were sometimes unspecific and could include inquiries into nature contrary to the Christian world view. Laws, especially religious laws, were difficult to implement; rather these laws served as a legal basis that acknowledged the tendencies of that time.

The question of how the polemical discourse of Christian authors relates to the history of Late Antiquity is a difficult one. Sermons and treatises did not necessarily have a discernible effect on behaviour, at least as far as the majority population is concerned. Moreover, as I argue, for example, in sections 3.6, 4.3 and 5.6, these late antique authors often benefitted from what they studied early in their lives and later condemned. The polemical statements given by the Christian authors that I shall discuss probably represent the actual attitudes only of a small percentage of the population. Nor do their views represent what the state authorities did, although some Christian authors reportedly influenced Roman emperors (for example, Lactantius and Constantine).

However, influential Christian authors, widely circulated among the cloisters of the religion, were authoritative in the monasteries that decided whether or not to preserve a given text, as I shall argue in chapter 7. The Codices Latini Antiquiores indicate that the classics hardly circulated in the West from the fifth to eighth centuries, while Christian ecclesiastical texts were predominant. There is also evidence to suggest that in few cases whole groups of classical works were deliberately selected to be deleted and overwritten in around AD 700, often with texts authored by these Christian authors or legal texts that criticised or banned pagan literature. These Christian authors are often called Fathers of the Church, which indicates the influence they had particularly in monastic environments. However, their influence developed over the course of centuries rather than immediately when they wrote. Their texts include exhortations, of varying seriousness, not to read certain pagan books, either because it is more important to read Christian texts or because (in few cases) these pagan books contain dangerous knowledge. These Christian authors were regarded as authoritative in defining orthodoxy, and thus texts were likely to be transmitted only when they were not disagreeing with the opinions of these authors, as far as theological texts were concerned; texts on natural philosophy were often regarded as related to theological texts because heretics often based their opinions on ancient philosophers. Most Protestant Churches base their views primarily on the Bible only rather than on the authority of these later Christian authors.

Some Christian authors of the fourth and fifth centuries (particularly John Chrysostom) constructed the rise of Christianity as a battle of martyrs against emperors, magicians and pagan philosophers, who derided Christianity and provided the ideological background for the Great Persecution. Conceiving history and religion as battlegrounds and writing with an evangelising purpose, John Chrysostom often alluded to the drastically reduced interest in the old philosophers by the end of the fourth century, a point in time when many of their writings had been lost. Christian authors often drew on Porphyry to refute philosophical opinions against Christianity. The main argument of Christian authors of the late fourth and early fifth centuries as to why Christian clerics could be acquainted with ancient pagan texts was that it would allow them to disseminate faith effectively and to refute the arguments of those outside it more effectively. However, much of this polemical discourse could be wishful thinking, constructed to demonstrate that Christianity had now overcome the errors of the past and to ensure that it continues to do so.

Before the third-century crisis, the Stoic and Epicurean philosophical schools were dominant among the elite. Christian authors complained that materialist world views (although of course not any deeper understanding of these philosophies) were even dominant among the population, if we can trust the polemical discourses of Christian authors on the subject. Thus Christian texts of the first centuries indicate that there was essentially a market-place competition between Christian missionaries and these philosophical schools. Other philosophical branches that eventually terminated in Late Antiquity included the Cynics and the Pythagoreans. Although largely replaced by Christianity and Neoplatonism, literary traditions associated with Stoic and Epicurean philosophies were yet not quite forgotten in the fourth and fifth centuries, at least in oral culture. They continued to be discussed in the writings of non-conformist Christians, or so Christian authors claim, as I shall show in Chapter 4 in addition to earlier research. For example, the influential non-conformist Christian Marcion (second century) was accused of borrowing from Epicurus. Moreover, John Chrysostom, Prudentius and Augustine agree that Manichaeans borrowed from Epicurean traditions. None of these non-conformist writings have been preserved in libraries, but it may well have been that, despite all differences, heretical authors indeed adopted ancient philosophical traditions. The Manichaeans in particular suffered from persecutions and book-burning. Besides handbooks containing old philosophical traditions, even original writings by Epicurus could have been circulating in the late fourth century. Pagans who argued against Christianity seem to have continued to borrow from the tradition of Epicurean and other materialist philosophies, or otherwise there would hardly be a reason why these Christian authors got upset about it.

In his eschatological City of God against the Pagans, Augustine influentially put forward the idea, borrowed from Plato, that literature opposed to Christian doctrine should have no place in the ideal Christian society. He attributed the materialist philosophies to Babylon. In similar pictures, Prudentius interpreted the biblical parable of the vine and the branches as the pruning of the unfruitful branches of false philosophy and heresy from the vine of Christian wisdom. Many other Christian authors endorsed Plato’s argument for censorship to be applied by the ideal state. Lucretius’ De rerum natura, a popular poem on Epicurean natural philosophy, is read today; it was read by elite Christian authors in Late Antiquity and locked up in Latin monasteries for several centuries. Texts containing traditions of materialist philosophy were unlikely to be copied. Ironically, the opinions of natural philosophers contrary to Christianity were transmitted and are today accessible in the refutations of influential Christian authors.

Despite the picture that emerges from this, I am keen to stress that Christianity was never monolithic; interpretations of the biblical truth allowed for continuity of the ancient patrimony. Ancient philosophy was the background against which Christian authors constructed the Christian orthodoxy of that time. They often borrowed from a variety of ancient philosophical schools, mostly from Plato but even from Epicurean philosophy. The basic principle was that ancient philosophers were right whenever their opinions (dóxai) were in accordance with Christianity (as currently defined by councils) and they were wrong whenever they were not. Christian monasteries preserved ancient texts.

For all their rhetoric of depreciation, even extremist Christian authors sometimes wrote about the classics in a positive way and used classical next to biblical quotations to convey authority to their arguments. Most lay Christians had little religious reservations towards the classics in the fourth and fifth centuries in the West and well beyond in the East. It has been argued by many that this openness of Christianity (despite its general hostility against paganism) was important for its success. Pagan cult practice, on the other hand, continued after the fourth century, although it had lost much of its attractiveness long before that time. In the East, Neoplatonism continued until the age of Justinian. As I shall show in my discussions of Augustine and Cyril, despite differences and even open hostility Neoplatonists were often close to Christian authors. It is therefore worth noting that Platonism also ignored most other philosophical schools and that according to the Neoplatonic emperor Julian pagan priests should not read Epicurean texts, as we shall see in section 1.5. Many influential Christian authors of Late Antiquity explicitly permitted a Christian appropriated reading of Plato. Their strategy was to allege that Plato was a student of Moses in Egypt. Plato remained the main philosophical authority for centuries.

Yet despite the recent scholarly enthusiasm on the amount of Christian reading and paideia in Late Antiquity, I shall also provide evidence that suggests a less optimistic picture. While some classical texts were studied throughout Late Antiquity at least in the East and in Africa, there has also been the argument among clerics to exclude pagan texts entirely from Christian paideia. However, this attitude was not widely shared by the lay elite. In the Western part of the Roman Empire there is only scant evidence long after the fifth century that education continued to include reading pagan books, although authors like Vergil and Martianus Capella are known to have circulated. Christian authors of Late Antiquity made use of classical quotations but they were often based on earlier Christian authors or handbooks. To varying degrees, secular and clerical careers continued to require rhetoric, but rhetoric could be learned exclusively from Christian texts or from florilegia – late antique handbooks containing quotations from the classics.

Often being aware of the high appeal of their adversaries to educated people, influential Christian authors criticised texts from pagan authors as sexually offensive and devilish because they mentioned several gods instead of one God. Yet, they were more seriously concerned when philosophical opinions seemed directly to contradict the Bible and were used by pagan philosophers and other groups in the past or present to argue that Christianity is not the true way. They considered Christianity as the purest and most simple explanation of the nature of the world; this explanation, of God having created and moving all things, was true because it was divinely revealed. This belief can be seen as a prime motivation behind the practices that I shall discuss: there is, ultimately, a faith-based, ideological underpinning to the Christian treatment of texts and ideas that they disagreed with which informs their treatment of the same.

To Christian authors of Late Antiquity, the philosophers were wrong, for example, when they posited evolution, originating from the clash of atoms, instead of creation out of nothing. These Christian authors attributed many opinions of ancient philosophers to a demonic, devilish counter-world. For example, they considered natural forces, recognised by certain philosophers, as demonic because natural forces explained the movement of material objects without God. The atoms too were demonic as being independent entities, uncreated matter, impartible, moving automatically and by cohesion in varied order composing the objects of the material world, without divine providence. Other questions of doctrinal importance included predictions on the movement of the stars, the singularity, duration, size and shape of the universe and whether it was a miracle of creation or something that can be explained mathematically; whether human beings were informed about the material world through the various senses (for example, through optics and acoustics) or through the ideas of the soul. The various opinions of the philosophers could cause heretical thinking and had done so in the case of many heretics. Christian authors condemned much of the material which became the basis for modern philosophy and science as magical and heretical because it conflicted with the world-view, or universe-view, that they were promoting.

Natural philosophy (and Epicurean atomism in particular) could negatively affect fear of God and fear of the devil. This was against the interest of the Church which offered a cure against the devil and a moral guide-line with which to avoid punishment in hell, as we shall see in Chapter 4. The Epicurean concepts of joy (voluptas/hedoné) and of libido were reinterpreted as sin. The Epicurean belief that the soul, as consisting of atoms, does dissolve after death, weakened the likelihood of incarnation, the punishment of sinners in afterlife and the Second Coming of Christ, in the perception of Christian authors of Late Antiquity. In Epicurean teaching, the atoms are controlled by no god, they move automatically and this automatism contradicted the idea that the elements of the material world would cause the end of this world for the Second Coming and the last judgment of sinners. Christian authors of Late Antiquity, on the other hand, posited freedom of human will. They thus argued not only against prediction by means of divination (except when Christian sources were concerned), but also against Epicureanism, Stoicism and their inherent principles such as determinism and causation. Perhaps this ongoing debate implies that these philosophical ideas continued to fascinate even in the fourth and fifth centuries, despite (or rather because) they conflicted with the Christian doctrine of that time.

The efficiency of censorship laws and of book-burning in Late Antiquity is difficult to assess. All we can say is that targeted texts normally did not survive other than in Christian refutations, be it out of lack of interest (often long before Christianisation) or active refusal to copy these texts or even deliberate or coincidental destruction (for example, when buildings were destroyed or religious items indiscriminately thrown into a bonfire, as we shall see in Chapter 6). On the other hand, over centuries people are unlikely to preserve texts when they have to fear their houses searched, their books confiscated and burnt, and themselves, at least theoretically, punished with death. Nevertheless, magic and astrology were never completely suppressed. As my overall aim is to discuss the role that religion played in the survival and loss of texts, I will therefore begin by analyzing whether and to what extent legislation on book-burning and censorship was enforced by Roman authorities. I will first consider book-bans imposed by pagan emperors and Christian reactions to this.


1The Great Persecution, the Emperor Julian and Christian Reactions

In the first two chapters, I shall investigate those forms of book-burning and censorship that were sanctioned or tolerated by the Roman authorities. In the first chapter, I shall concentrate on two key events, initiated by pagan emperors of Late Antiquity, the Great Persecution and Julian’s school reforms, as well as on the respective reactions by Christian authors. I shall also argue that, while there have always been times when the Roman state did prohibit certain subversive ways to express one’s opinion, such as magic and divination, aggravated forms of censorship, such as book-burning, first occurred during the period of Late Antiquity. This chapter will therefore ask for the reasons why this period was a special one in regard to censorship. Within this consideration of Late Antiquity, it will also explain the censorship legislation in the age of Constantine as a reaction to the preceding Great Persecution. I will argue that contemporary Christian authors developed a number of strategies to ridicule and denigrate competing discourses and to blame the persecutions of the recent past on the influence of pagan philosophy. By contrast, they labelled Christianity as the true philosophy opposed, entirely or partly, to many of the philosophical schools of the past. I shall discuss the pertinent passages of Christian authors such as Lactantius, Eusebius, John Chrysostom and Gregory of Nazianzus. This understanding of censorship will also lay the groundwork for a later discussion of censorship legislation after Christianity became the state religion.

1.1Laws against Astrologers and Magicians before the Fourth Century

Magic was common and widely practised in the ancient world, as attested in papyri and other material evidence such as amulets and tablets, containing magic spells, love charms or invocation formulae. Magic was bound up in the rituals and cultures surrounding the gods, religious pantheon, and religious practices of the Roman Empire. It was therefore attached to acts of miracle-healing, divination, astrology, and prediction. But scholars like the natural historian Pliny the Elder regarded magic as treachery to be separated from medicine, religion and research in the stars as early as the first century.55 Magic worked because it was suitable to summon demons.

The burning of magical books also had powerful political, social and religious connotations that informed the cultural milieu in which these acts occurred. Within these contexts, the act itself took on the performative aspects of a ritual. Its development in this sense claimed the power of that which it was trying to replace. According to the Christian apologist Hipollytus of Rome (early third century), pagan magicians could burn magical notes to communicate with “demons.”56 The Christian appropriation of the act therefore inverted this, taking the spiritual nature of the act of burning itself but using it to avert demonical power.

The association of the written word with something magical was long standing in the Roman world. For example the term carmen (“poem, song, writing”) originated as an archaic invocation within the context of pagan cults or pagan philosophical schools.57 The term also came to be used with regard to harmful magic.58 The Law of the Twelve Tables, the earliest codification of law in Rome, already ruled the death penalty against incantations of carmina as harmful magic, aligning this charge with slander.59 Slanderous carmina continued to be punished in the imperial period.60 In Late Antiquity harmful carmina came to be associated with illegitimate pagan cult practice.61

Laws prohibiting and limiting its usage predate Christian times. Some emperors, such as Vespasian and Domitian, even expelled oppositional philosophers from the city of Rome in the context of bans of magic and astrology. However, as I have argued elsewhere, it seems probable that blanket bans were rarely enforced and that all edicts and subsequent expulsions were temporary and regionally limited. I have also argued elsewhere that while some books were burnt as a consequence of treason trials in the first century AD, there is no clear evidence that books were destroyed in accordance with laws against magicians, astrologers and philosophers before the Christian period.62 Astrologers were granted pardon apparently without requiring them to burn their books.63 Thus the evidence is against Speyer’s conclusion that magic books were regularly persecuted as early as during the Republic.64 His conclusion is based on the assumption that the Sententiae, legal opinions misattributed to jurist Iulius Paulus, were written already in the High Empire and reflect the practice of book-burning during the Republican period. Yet while there is no evidence for precedents from the Republican period, modern research shows that these legal opinions were revised and published perhaps in the age of Diocletian (284–305). They were affirmed by Constantine and again by the Law of Citations from 426.65 It is worth quoting the relevant passage:66

No one is permitted to have books on the magic art in his possession. And anyone who is found in possession of such books, will lose his property, the books will be publicly burnt, and he will be deported to an island. Less privileged people will be executed. Not only the practice but also the knowledge of this art is prohibited.

The final sentence marks a change in the legal attitudes towards suspicious writings and may be the addition of a later, possibly Christian, copyist.67 It is certainly true that punishments of astrologers became harsher in the late-imperial period: those who had knowledge of this art were to be thrown to the beasts or crucified while magicians (magi) were to be burnt alive.68 We do not know with any certainty when these laws were initially enforced, but Diocletian is the first emperor in Late Antiquity known to have ordered the destruction of books: books owned by the Manichaeans, Egyptian alchemists and Christians. A law issued by the emperors Diocletian and Maximian ruled a general, empire-wide ban on astrology: “To learn and practise the art of geometry is to the public interest. But the damnable art of astrology is illegal.”69 At this time, the term ars mathematica seems to have been limited to astrology because it was explicitly separated from the related field of geometry. No such separation was made in corresponding laws under the Christian emperors.

Diocletian’s aim was to rebuild the Roman Empire after it had suffered a long period of crisis. In doing so, he introduced a greater amount of state-control on a political and spiritual level. This lead him, among other things, to attempt to control books. As we will see in the next section, he also held Christians responsible for the instability of the recent past.

1.2The Great Persecution

There is no firm evidence that the Roman state burnt Christian religious books before Christianity became a major religion in the early fourth century. Epiphanius, bishop of Salamis in the late fourth century, mentions books from the Judaeo-Christian tradition found in wine jars at several occasions after the early persecutions.70 Christians could have hidden them to avoid being identified as such. In fact, the Gnostic gospels of Nag el Hammadi have been discovered in wine jars in Egypt.71 However, this does not mean that they were hidden in response to the Roman authorities attempting to destroy Christian books.

Initiated by Diocletian and his junior partner Galerius, the Great Persecution (303–311) is the first and only case where Roman authorities attempted to destroy visible monuments of Christianity such as assembly places and Bibles, because previous persecutions had created an increasing number of martyrs and therefore strengthened the appeal of Christianity. As Christian texts are the only sources that refer to the burning of Scripture and their accounts are likely exaggerated the question is: how was book-burning during the Great Persecution recorded by near contemporary Christian sources, exactly what books were burnt and what attitudes emerged in Christian texts in reaction to this?

To answer this, we need to position the Great Persecution within Diocletian’s broader religious policy. The underlying motivation for any religious persecution probably was the emperors’ quasi-divine status that was in conflict with Christian monotheism. Diocletian also had some poor experiences with Christians serving in the military. Before the Great Persecution, Diocletian ordered that books representing other groups be burnt. Although there is little evidence that has survived from these groups that would give further information, we know that in 297 Diocletian issued an edict against the Manichaeans: their spiritual leaders were to be burnt alive along with their scriptures.72 Manichaeism itself was a popular dualistic religion that originated in third-century Mesopotamia, combining syncretistic elements from Christian Gnosticism, Buddhism and Zoroastrianism. Diocletian also had books concerning the alchemy of gold and silver searched out and burnt in Egypt to cut off the rebellious Egyptians from these resources.73

A few years later, the co-emperors Diocletian and Galerius ruled similarly against the Christians on 23 February 303. In their presence, the prefect of the East had a church searched for objects of Christian worship in Nicomedia, which had recently become the East’s capital city: “The Scriptures were found and burnt.”20 In consequence, “imperial edicts were published everywhere, ordering that the churches be razed to the ground and the scriptures be destroyed by fire.”74

That Diocletian’s edict against the Christians and others of similar content were actively enforced is shown by several known Martyr Acts and Passions, recording the suffering of martyrs (although it must be noted that these are of variable historical value).75 Although the edict was valid empire-wide, most of the evidence suggests that it was most rigorously enforced in North Africa. This region was of particular interest for the Catholic sources because the Donatist schism later emerged from here. The Donatists refused to accept indulgence towards those Christians who had surrendered their books during the Great Persecution. According to a tendentious Catholic Passion probably of the early fifth century, the Donatists believed that whoever had thrown the scriptures into the fire was destined to burn in hell in retaliation.76 The underlying issue was particularly important in cases of bishops accused of having surrendered books, but desiring to keep their offices as the Donatists were unwilling to respect their legitimacy.

According to an official document from 19 May 303 preserved by Christian authors, in the Numidian city of Cirta the local curator had a Christian assembly place searched and people interrogated. Although they surrendered one large codex, bookshelves were otherwise found empty, leading some Christians present to denounce seven Christian lectors for concealing the books. On further investigation the authorities recovered 36 codices from these lectors.77 According to another contemporary document churches were also destroyed and Christian scriptures burnt at Zama and Furni near Carthage in Africa Proconsularis. The houses in which Christian books were found were to be destroyed as well.78 Probably authentic, this document is preserved as an attachment to the anti-Donatist work of Optatus of Milevis (in Numidia), who claimed that enforcing the burning of scripture had caused many individuals to suffer martyrdom.79

To a lesser degree, book-burning is also attested outside of North Africa. Eusebius, the Church historian and bishop of Caesarea (in modern Israel), claimed to have witnessed with his own eyes churches being dismantled and books being burnt in the midst of the marketplaces.80 One Passion reports that various Christian books were also publicly burnt in Thrace.81 As with other forms of penal violence in Antiquity, book-burning was staged in a public context for the purpose of purification and deterrence.

Diocletian’s edict was surprisingly unspecific as to what scriptures were to be burnt. While most sources suggest that it targeted the gospels and Christian liturgical books, others show that a broader range of Christian writings were also destroyed. During the persecution in the East under Maximian in 304, the Christian women Agape, Irene, and Chione faced trial in Thessaloniki, presided over by the Roman prefect. Their Passion is believed to have been written soon after the events. This does not imply that the words of the martyrs are recorded with historical reliability, but they certainly reflect a near-contemporary resonance:82“Do you have in your possession any writings, parchments, or books of the impious Christians?”83 The forbidden books of the Christians were associated with the parchment codex, indicating the link between Christian texts and the codex.84 The prefect is recorded as charging Irene with the offence of not having previously admitted to have “planned to preserve until this day so many parchments, books, tablets, codices, and pages of the unholy writings of the former Christians.”85 Following the trial, the three women were burnt alive and the writings in the cabinets and chests belonging to Irene were publicly burnt.86 Given the circulation of Christian texts, it is safe to assume that the intent was to humiliate rather than to annihilate the literary tradition.

Some Christians attempted to trick the authorities by offering books with different content. These include two bishops in Carthage and in Numidia, who gave away some written notes, alongside Donatus himself, founder of the Donatists, who surrendered medical manuscripts only.87 Others surrendered any kind of literature in their possession and it is clear that the officials confiscated the books without distinction.88 There is one archaeological find, probably related to the book searches, attesting that a broader range of books than scripture was endangered. In 1889, excavations in Upper Egypt uncovered a codex hidden in the wall of a house, containing two treatises from Philo, the early first-century Greco-Jewish philosopher who was recognized by late antique Christians.89 It seems that a Christian fearful of the edict had hidden the book there. Criticising pagan religion, the Christian apologist Arnobius even claims that certain influential persons demanded a senatorial decree ordering the burning of Cicero’s books on religion, De natura deorum and De divinatione, because these books seemed to underpin Christian doctrine.90

Although the Acts of the Martyrs suggest that authorities indeed enforced book-burning, the impact of these edicts seems to have been quite limited. For example, the edict of 303 could not have lasted beyond the edict of religious tolerance issued by Galerius in 311, if indeed it lasted beyond its initial prosecutions. Eusebius plausibly suggests that Constantine replaced the loss of any copies.91 Nevertheless, Speyer is probably right to argue that the burning of scripture had a psychological impact on future generations, acting as a decisive stimulus for some Christians to act similarly against some pagans once the tables had turned.92

During the persecution, Christians only destroyed copies of the book-burning edict itself. One Christian became a martyr when he seized a notice of the edict posted publicly and “tore it to pieces as an unholy and sacrilegious thing.”93 Eusebius adds that this Christian could expect the punishments associated with martyrdom. Echoing Eusebius’ account, later Martyr Acts commemorate a child having suffered martyrdom because it threw a copy of Diocletian’s edict rather than Christian books into the fire.94 It thus appears that in the Christian response burning of the right kinds of texts was associated with the fate of the body in the afterlife. I shall argue in the next two sections that the memory of book-burning in the age of Diocletian was still alive in the age of his successor, the Christian emperor Constantine.

1.3Constantine

Constantine (306–337) was the first emperor reported to have become a Christian, which he did formally through baptism at the end of his life. He was also the first emperor to actively promote the Christian Church, notably when his soldiers carried the symbol of Christ on their shields in defeating his rival Maxentius at the battle of the Milvian Bridge in 312. Much has been written about Constantine’s religious background, whether he was a genuine convert or simply used Christianity as a political tool, and to what extent he actively sought to curb the old religion. I shall argue that some of the censorship laws in the age of Constantine need to be seen as reactions to the events during the Great Persecution and that the Roman authorities became increasingly concerned with the unity of the church as bishops played an increasing role in local administration.

The scholarly consensus is that although Constantine took selective measures to suppress paganism, he was concerned primarily with effecting compromise between the different religious groups.95 Eusebius’ Life of Constantine generally tends to overemphasise the Christian character of Constantine’s reign. He gives an exaggerated account that Constantine destroyed temples everywhere, but gives very few examples. He suggests that the Aphrodite temple of Aphaca was completely demolished, along with its dedications,96because of the temple prostitution practised there. He also alleges the demolition of the temple of Asclepius in Cilicia, associated with the pagan sage Apollonius of Tyana, who had turned the temple into a “holy Lyceum and academy.”97 The temple may therefore have housed books, but this is not explicitly evidenced. Nevertheless, Eusebius’ account often runs contrary to extant archaeological evidence of temple destruction.

There were three genres of books that were ordered for burning at different occasions in the age of Constantine. The first category is that of anonymous pamphlets (famosi libelli). This was not unprecedented because the emperors of the first century had occasionally taken steps against political pamphlets they considered slanderous, especially ones published in reaction to political crises.98 The Codex Theodosianus (9.5.1) lists a treason law given by the emperor Constantine on 1 January 314. Inscriptions give a fuller text of the original edict: any pamphlet posted anonymously was either to be shredded or burnt in the fire. An inquisition (inquisitio) was to be conducted to search for the authors, who could expect the capital punishment.99 It is not known whether or not the edict was enforced in Rome. Although scholars suggested redating the edict to 320 because it is addressed to the praefectus urbi Maximus (who was in office between the end of 317 and 323100), it does not seem to be related to either the Donatist or Arian controversy which just came into play at about that time. Rather, the edict seems to echo a canon of the synod of Elvira (Spain), which probably dates from the first decade of the fourth century. According to this canon anyone who puts pamphlets in a church was anathematized.101 This shows the religious character of these pamphlets. A few years later, in 325, Constantine presided at the council of Nicaea and is said to have burnt the petitions of bishops dissenting in the Arian controversy symbolically in order to end this controversy, as if the dissenting petitions had never existed and the unity of the church never been challenged.102 The Codex Theodosianus also preserves four laws against famosi libelli (pamphlets) from around this time period. Constantine seems to have reacted to anonymous writings circulating in the province of Africa, in Rome and in Tyre (Palestine) as evidence for accusations. These famosi libelli were to be burnt, their authors punished, but there is no evidence for systematic searches.103 Similarly to the pamphlets circulating in Elvira, these pamphlets were probably of a religious character and therefore threatening the unity of the church. The laws were thus a reaction to an immediate crisis, however a religious rather than a political one. This indicates a change compared to previous centuries.

The second category of books banned in the age of Constantine encompassed books authored by Christians, but the definitions were vague and imprecise. Eusebius preserves a letter that Constantine sent to the provincial governors shortly after the council of Nicaea to explain an edict against certain Christian groups. The edict, perhaps issued along with the heresy laws of 326,104is not preserved. Yet we know from Eusebius that similarly to Diocletian Constantine ordered the confiscation of assembly places and the search for and destruction of books. The edict generally targeted non-conformist Christians and specifically the followers of Arius, but also the Novatians, Valentinians, Marcionites, Paulianists and Cataphrygians (Montanists).105 Similarly to the Paulianists, Arius had put forward the idea that Jesus was not consubstantial with God the father. The council of Nicaea in 325 rejected the Arian Christological view. The Novatians were regarded as schismatic as they did not accept readmission of Christians who had denied their faith during persecution, while the Montanists believed in the prophecies of their founder Montanus. It is not known to what extent the edict was enforced. Eusebius certainly exaggerates his claim that the inquiries established the unity of the Church as Arianism long continued to be attractive. In fact, his testimonial is the only one saying that books were actually targeted: “this law also ordered the books of these persons to be tracked down, and they were caught pursuing forbidden evil arts.”106 Nevertheless, it suggests that this decree did target magic books, certain Christian books and offshoots that did not conform to the council of Nicaea.

A link exists between these non-conformist authors and Epicurean atomism. Early Christian apologists, such as Tertullian accused people like Marcion and Valentinus of having adopted Epicurean teaching for their theology.107 Although their original writings have not survived, it is therefore possible that these Gnostic authors and their followers (which are mentioned in the edict) borrowed from Epicurean philosophy. The anonymous apologetic-polemical Dialogue on the True Faith in God goes even so far as to claim that Marcion accepted the Epicurean teaching of the origin of the world without creation (automatismón).108 Against this proposition is the reality that the Gnostic belief in the dualism of material and spiritual worlds seriously disagreed with Epicurean materialism. Thus the apologists to some extent may have used this link polemically to cast in a negative light the Gnostic belief that the highest god was detached from the material world.

Finally, Constantine issued an edict concerning the burning of books written by the Neoplatonic philosopher, Porphyry. The exact date is unknown, but it was certainly issued before 333. The Church historian Socrates quotes a letter of Constantine from that year, in which, probably responding to specific requests, he addressed the bishops and congregations to remind them of an earlier edict not otherwise transmitted: “Porphyry, the enemy of piety, has composed unlawful books against religion, and therefore found a deserved compensation, namely that he became shameful for the future, was infected with the worst reputation, and his sacrilegious books were obliterated.”109 Porphyry’s work Against the Christians was probably the main target. The work itself is not extant anymore, only fragments survive through Christian refutations. In context, Arius and his followers were to be denominated Porphyrians because of the similarity of their respective thinking. Preserved also by other Christian authors, and similarly to the earlier edict against Arians and other groups, the letter explained an edict from the same year, addressed to the bishops and the people and directed exclusively against Arius and his followers: “If anyone finds a book authored by him or agreeing with him, he shall throw it into the fire, in order that no memory of Arius or of the doctrine which he had introduced might circulate. If anyone is found guilty of concealing such books and of not having immediately denounced and burnt them, then death shall be his penalty and decapitation.”110 Again we do not know if the edict was enforced or who may have enforced it, but it was surely in the interest of the clergy, to which the letter was addressed, to do so. It is therefore important to note that anyone who had knowledge of the whereabouts of Arian books, needed to burn and denounce these in order to avoid execution. The edict could thus have been efficient without any organised book-searches, if there were a sufficient amount of people willing to denounce others.

In sum, it is clear that under the first Christian emperor books were reportedly ordered to be burnt, although there is little information on the enforcement of these orders. This included books of various heretical content and anti-Christian works by Porphyry, who seems to have played some role in the Great Persecution. Some Christian apologists claimed that some of these heretical works originated in, or were close to, Epicurean philosophy. The aim was to guarantee the unity of the church, which in turn ensured control of the state. This unity was threatened not only by heretical, but also by some philosophical works, which reportedly informed heretical opinions. I shall argue in the next section that influential Christian authors blamed the responsibility for the Great Persecution on contemporary philosophical authors and in doing so, they argued that some philosophical works were now problematic.

1.4Christian Reactions to the Great Persecution

How did Christian authors respond to book-burning during the Great Persecution? The Christian authors that I shall discuss in this section, such as Lactantius and Eusebius (and indeed most of the Christian authors that I will discuss throughout this book), were themselves interested in many aspects of ancient philosophy and literature. Within this context, they tried to defend Christianity from reservations that educated people may have had. They also wanted to rival ancient authors and to create the intellectual backdrop against which Christianity could establish itself as a mainstream position. Their attacks on rival religions and philosophies need therefore to be seen within the context of ancient discourses of competition. I shall argue that oral or written attacks by rival philosophical schools and the rival philosophies themselves came to be seen as problematic and that these discourses to some extent provided the ideological underpinning of censorship legislation in the age of Constantine and perhaps later. For example, Arnobius’ contemporary work Against the Pagans (c. 303) is the first polemic to suggest that pagan rather than Christian books deserved to be burnt. In context of the following passage, Arnobius derides pagan gods and institutions originating in paganism, such as the games and plays, and also poetry:111

But if you were somewhat enraged in behalf of your religion, you should rather long ago have burnt these writings, destroyed those books and dismantled these theatres, in which the infamies of the deities are daily made public in most shameful stories. For why have our scriptures deserved to be given to the flames?

Highly educated, much of Arnobius’ call is rhetoric. Arnobius was building on a Christian discourse intended to dissuade fellow Christians from believing things that he personally did not believe, nor is he suggesting that Christians should destroy these books. Yet it indicates the degree of anger momentarily felt by him over the recent burning of books. According to Jerome (who may have been misinformed) Arnobius wrote this apologist polemic to show his bishop that he had become a real Christian after he had taught the material he now condemned.112 This could also explain his polemical attitude at the time of writing.

Lactantius, famous student of Arnobius, appears to have taken his teacher’s position further. His rhetoric was also probably motivated by personal experience and momentary feelings. He had taught at the imperial court at Nicomedia as a pagan teacher before becoming unemployed from 303 to c. 315 because he had converted. He states:113

Eloquence was extinguished, lawyers were removed, legal experts either exiled or slain, literature was regarded as an evil art, and those knowledgeable in it were crushed and cursed as public enemies.

As it is discussing the persecution of Christians and aiming to show that those responsible for this were justly punished by God with untimely deaths, Lactantius’ narrative is certainly exaggerated and generalising, with no reference to specific cases. But his account implies that the emperor Galerius’ categorisation of public enemies and of evil (magical) arts in scholarship was extended to Christian scholars.

Lactantius penned his Divine Institutions, a justification of Christianity against pagan religion and philosophy, shortly before the edict of toleration at a time when memories of the persecution were still fresh. This work helps to understand the edict against Porphyry. Addressed to Constantine, the first chapters of book five deal with the conflict between Christians, philosophers, and pagan literature: “Philosophers, orators, and poets are pernicious” because the influence of their writings could cause Christians to waver. They are “sweets concealing poison.”114 Lactantius did not criticise teaching and literature per se, but he wanted them to be grounded in the Christian faith: “I wished to combine wisdom with religion, that that vain doctrine may cause no harm to the students.”115 Lactantius’ strategy of appropriating ancient education was also one designed to appeal to the interest of the clergy, arguing that education was helpful for the dissemination of faith and that as Christian authors were better anyway they could easily replace their pagan peers (5.1.21–8).

In this context, Lactantius pictures philosophers as deriding Christians and the Bible because they lacked eloquence (5.1.18). Philosophers even felt contaminated by the Bible and forced to purify themselves by destroying and cursing it (5.1.1). He implicitly acknowledges that philosophers are similar to Christians in as much as they too consider their teaching to be the true way and that of the other to be an error (5.1.17; 5.2.5), but it is difficult to validate his position as philosophical treatises against Christianity have scarcely survived.

He does not give any names of his adversaries. However, he seems to be thinking of one such treatise authored by Sossianus Hierocles. As prefect of Egypt, Hierocles initiated the Great Persecution of 303 and wrote an anti-Christian treatise shortly before (5.2.12–17; known from the reply Against Hierocles, attributed to Eusebius). It is also likely that Lactantius had in mind the third-century philosopher Porphyry (5.2.4).116 Lactantius acknowledges Porphyry’s treatise Against the Christians, claiming that its initial positive reception “changed into blame and rejection” and that Christians derided his work and found it “ridiculous.”117 This appears to allude to the book-burning edict issued by Constantine against Porphyry, or rather an appeal to burn his books as the edict was issued probably not long after Lactantius wrote his book.

In the first book of the Divine Institutions, Lactantius commented on the ancient Romans’ practice of burning religious books, noting that they destroyed all copies extant of the religious books of their archaic king Numa but failed to conceal their actions: “everyone then in the senate was very stupid because the books could have been destroyed, but the event itself not remembered.”118 As we have seen that Constantine issued an edict against the non-conformist Christian Arius following a similar edict against Porphyry in order that no memory of his teaching should survive it may be that Lactantius was ideologically underpinning a robust approach to suppressing literature.

Moreover, Lactantius aligns himself with earlier Latin Christian apologists, his own personal engagement with this genre showing a shift from defence to attack: “I shall overthrow earlier authors, together with all their writings, and cut off from future authors any possibility to write or to reply.”119 He implores and invites “learned and eloquent” Christians to follow his example, predicting that if successful “nobody can doubt that false religions will quickly disappear, and philosophy altogether fall, if everyone shall be persuaded that this [Christianity] is the only religion and also the only true wisdom.”120 Lactantius was advocating the intellectual overthrow of other positions. He does not deride the classics here because in this context he quotes the old poet Ennius. Similarly, whenever other Christian authors wrote about “philosophy” or “wisdom” in this understanding they had in mind the true Christian way of life rather than the theoretical reflection about life and the world. Christian true philosophy could even mean a religious life of asceticism that did not require literacy.121

Similarly, Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea and author of a notable Church history, called for the disposal of certain pagan books, albeit in a rhetorical question. His Praeparatio Evangelica justified the truth of the gospel against the background of philosophical attacks soon after Constantine’s and Licinius’ agreement on religious tolerance in the edict of Milan in 313.122 Arguing against Porphyry, he interpreted certain philosophical tenets as preparing the way for Christianity, while refuting others:123

For to pass over the nonsense of the Egyptians and their very loquacious absurdity, and to go on to the physical theories of the Greek philosophers, what person of right attitude would not at once censure those who attempt to give such gross misinterpretations? […] Why indeed do they not reject the shameful and improper fables about the gods as unlawful and impious, and make unseen the very books concerning them, as containing blasphemous and licentious teaching, and celebrate the one, only and unseen God simply and purely, without any shameful circumscription?

In this passage, Eusebius positions Greek physical theories as condemnable, as well as certain parts of poetry for their sexually explicit nature and their challenge to monotheism because of their depiction of multiple gods. In order to discuss physical theories by Greek philosophers regarding the nature of the gods and the origin of the world that are opposed to Christian theology, he quotes explicitly from authors like Plato and Plutarch. Although he otherwise does not mention the philosophers that he criticises in this book, he does refer to prominent Greek philosophers having theorised about the origin of the world in another (7.12: Thales, Anaximenes, Heraclitus, Pythagoras, Epicurus, Democritus and Empedocles). Eusebius, like Lactantius, had a major influence on the emperor Constantine.

A later possible allusion to the Great Persecution and following destruction of books by Porphyry is John Chrysostom’s polemical Discourse on the Blessed Babylas, against Julian and the Pagans. John (c. 347–407) is one of the most prolific authors of Late Antiquity. John’s polemical thrust partly originated because of a need to compete with educated pagans and the contemporary debates of his time. Antioch perhaps exemplifies this more than most other locations. It was a culturally diverse city in which different groups struggled for influence. The origins of John’s intellectual position can perhaps be found in his life. Based in the mountains outside of Antioch, John was a rigorous ascetic, spending two years of extreme asceticism in a cave. In later life, he became presbyter of the Antioch congregation. Although not much is known about these 12 years, the majority of sermons I will discuss belong to this period. Since 398 he was bishop of Constantinople, a position second in status only after the bishop of Rome. However, he was banished in 403 and again in 404. In many of his sermons and other pieces John was highly polemical, criticising his Christian audience for lax attitudes and being well aware of competing pagan groups and schools in Antioch.

The Discourse on Babylas contains an interesting passage about the disappearance of philosophical books that has hitherto drawn scarce attention. I shall discuss this passage in its historical setting. Briefly summarising its immediate context, John argues for the superiority of Christianity over paganism because the knowledge of noteworthy pagans of the past is almost lost, while the miracles of the first Christians are celebrated throughout the then known world, citing the prophet Zoroaster and Zamolxis, disciple of Pythagoras, as examples. According to John, there are only a few persons who still know these two names let alone their teachings. This, he suggests, is because their accounts are fictitious whereas the Christian truth will withstand even the mightiest attempt to destroy it: “The tyrants and emperors, the sophists invincible in their speech as well as the philosophers, sorcerers, magicians and demons have all been keen to destroy it,” putting philosophers alongside magicians.124 It is important to read the following passage in this context of persecution:1252

The philosophers and distinguished orators were very famous among the people because of their dignity and ability to speak, but after the battle against us they became ridiculous and seemed no different from silly children. From so many nations and peoples, they were not able to change anyone, wise, ignorant, man, woman, not even a small child. There is so much laughter against their writings that their book-scrolls were long ago obliterated, and mostly perished as soon as they appeared. If anything at all is found preserved, one finds it preserved by Christians.

John appears to be saying that philosophical and oratorical books have perished and are found only preserved by Christians. He was perhaps thinking of the old philosophers (such as Epicurus) whom he could assume were hardly circulating anymore. This passage has been translated differently, suggesting that it means either books being lost by neglect or deliberately destroyed.126

In order to understand whether John is talking about loss or destruction of books, it is necessary to discuss this passage philologically and to read further into the following context within the treatise. The constitution of the text is reliable because it has been transmitted without variation in manuscripts extant since the ninth century.127 Schatkin provides a translation of this decisive passage: “their books disappeared a long time ago, and mostly perished when they first appeared.”128 However, in both the active and passive voice aphanisthénai primarily means “to destroy” or “to obliterate (writing).”129 A further possible interpretation of the passive voice that is used in this passage is “suppressed”130 with regard to writing and also “to disappear” in the context of “persons buried by a sand-storm or lost at sea.”131 John himself also elsewhere uses the term in the sense of wilful destruction in the context of the loss of books of the Old Testament:132

Even before the captivity many books had been obliterated and the Jews drifted into the worst degree of impiety. This is clear from the end of the fourth book of Kings [4Reg. 22:8; 2Chr. 34:14] because the book of Deuteronomy could hardly be found and was buried somewhere in a dunghill.

The verb aphanídso here means the wilful destruction of books. This is obvious also from what John says shortly before: “probably it was actually written in some books, and the books have been obliterated”, because he adds the explanation: “many books were destroyed and few were preserved, even in the first captivity.”133 The emperors Julian and Constantine too used aphanídso clearly to refer to book-destruction.134

Schatkin then translates apolésthai as “to perish” because this translation is common for the Aorist Middle Voice particularly in the New Testament.135 However, the primary meaning in the active voice ranges from “to destroy utterly” to “to lose.” Mayer translates this term as “to destroy” in the context of barbarians sacking cities elsewhere in John Chrysostom.136 Schatkin also translates the phrase háma to deichthénai to English as “when they first appeared” and to French as qu’au moment même de leur publication as if John wanted to say that philosophical and rhetorical books were so insignificant that they got lost right after publication. However, there is no instance for deíknymi (literally “to show”) meaning “to publish”, but there is at least one passage where the term means “to inform against, to denounce”, related to accusers.137 This interpretation is intriguing, for it matches what is described in Ammianus and elsewhere, that books were searched out based on private accusations, as we shall see in section 2.1.

The term pálai (“a long time ago”) speaks against the assumption that John had in mind pagan books recently burnt. However, the term can alternatively, if less frequently, indeed mean “recently.” This would fit with John’s rhetorical statement in the following passage that the destruction of Hellenism happened in “such a short time.”138 The philological discussion of the passage on the loss of books written by philosophers and orators therefore shows that John had in mind a wilful destruction of books in the past rather than a declining interest in these books.

Secondly, from the aggressiveness of John’s language following the passage on the disappearance of books, it is also clear that he wanted to give the impression of destruction rather than disappearance by neglect; he compares pagans and their literature to scorpions, serpents and intestinal worms torturing the Christian’s body. He stresses, however, that Christians rely on persuasion rather than on violence to extirpate other belief. In John’s understanding these animals are demons, agents of the devil. It is the mission of any devout Christian to fight these in order to avoid getting entrapped in their snares and dragged into hellfire. Emphasising the frivolous character of pagan literature, this passage thus reveals a missionary strategy. It is in line with the monastic education at that time as Antony, the father of all monks, had fought the demons of his own sexuality in the shape of a snake or dragon.139

Yet, having argued that John was alluding to destruction rather than neglect of books when saying that the writings of the philosophers and orators had perished, it is worth asking which writers John was thinking of in particular. It is unlikely that he was alluding to the whole of ancient literature on these subjects. Rather, because John mentions persecuting emperors, assisted by philosophers, John may have been thinking of the writings of pagan philosophers hostile to Christianity, particularly Porphyry, whose writings had indeed been ordered to be destroyed and had been ridiculed by Christian authors long ago. In this case he would be referring to the Great Persecution that began in 303. This supports the scholarly opinion that John wrote the Discourse on Babylas to refute Porphyry’s Against the Christians. It is also possible that the passage alludes to the magic trials and book-burning that happened in Antioch some years ago as we will see in section 2.1. This reading could be justified because John as well as his audience had experienced these events, a number of philosophers were affected by the magic trials and the initial conspiracy had an anti-Christian thrust. On balance, John appears to conflate three different layers of historical allusion: burning of anti-Christian books following the Great Persecution, neglect of ancient books and possibly the magic trials in Antioch in the 370s and the subsequent destruction of private libraries. Nevertheless, the assumption that John was alluding specifically to Porpyhry can be supported by a similar passage taken from John’s sermons:140

I wished, if you had plenty of spare time, to bring before you all the book of a certain impure Greek philosopher written against us, and that of another of earlier date, in order to arouse you at least, and to lead you away from your exceeding laziness. For if they were so wakeful to speak against us, what excuse can we deserve, if we do not even know how to refute the attacks against us?

It is likely that one of these Greek philosophers was Porphyry and John explicitly justifies the fact that his writings were preserved by some Christians in that they needed to give well-informed counter-arguments against pagans. The other, much older author was probably Celsus, who wrote a treatise against Christianity in the second century.

Another interesting aspect in this passage by John Chrysostom is his derision of philosophical opinions that are contrary to Christianity as we have seen that he describes the philosophical tradition as laughter. John thus uses the derision of texts and their authors as an effective weapon to cast doubt on a book’s worthiness.

This motif has a tradition in ancient rhetoric. As Quintilian wrote in the first century, “we laugh not merely at those words or actions which are astute or hilarious, but also at those which are stupid, hot-tempered or shy. The motivation for this is therefore ambiguous, since laughter is never far away from derision.”141 In Greek philosophy derision was occasionally used as a rhetorical tool. The atomist philosopher Democritus, for example, was known as the laughing philosopher, apparently because of his derisory attitude towards his fellow citizens, and was therefore in turn derided.142 This specific case may have served as a precedent for the derision of philosophy in Christian texts. In this specific connotation laughter has the purpose of proving other opinions to be wrong and not worthy of refutation. This can in turn imply that among those who shared this attitude there was an unwillingness to include the content of the derided philosophies in writing. For example, Plato has been cited not to have ever mentioned Democritus in his works.143

John Chrysostom uses the metaphor of laughter particularly often not just with regard to pagan philosophy, but also with regard to paganism as a whole. In doing so, he combines this motif with medical metaphors. For example, in the immediate context of the passage quoted above from the Discourse on Babylas he compares the termination of Hellenism to the gradual perishment of a body infected with long-lasting putrefaction (13):144

If this satanic laughter has not been completely deleted from the earth, what has already happened is sufficient to convince you concerning the future. Because the greater part has been destroyed in such a short amount of time, no one will rival us any longer on account of the remainder. […] Paganism had been spread all over the earth and possessed the souls of all human beings and so much later, after so much force and progress, was it destroyed by the power of Christ.

John’s commemoration of the Great Persecution probably caused him to ridicule ancient philosophies in response to those philosophers (like Porphyry) who ridiculed Christianity. A striking example of this theme can be quoted from the second Homily to the Gospel of John:145

The followers of Plato and Pythagoras investigated some of these questions. There is simply no need for us to remember the other philosophers; they have now all become so excessively ridiculous; and those who have been more admired among them than the rest and who have been believed to be the experts in that science, are so more than the others; and they have written compositions on the subject of the state and the laws, and in all have been derided more shamefully than children.

John’s verdict on these unnamed philosophers is founded on their diversity of opinions which conflict with Christianity’s unified vision. By contrast, “they have erred a great error, and, like blind or drunken people, have dashed against each other in their error.”146 Moreover, just like the pagans had generally derided the folly of the message of the cross in the beginning, so are now pagan world views derided as madness by Christian authors.147 In consequence, John passed over other philosophical traditions than those of the Platonists and Pythagoreans (which were close to each other) in the context of the above passage.

Borrowing from Christian and Platonic traditions and constituting another recurrent theme in Christian authors, their ridiculousness is closely linked to “children” as a periphrase for Greek philosophers, as well as to the devil, both here and in the passage quoted above.148 Within this theme, John singles out philosophical traditions on the transmigration of souls and in particular the Pythagorean belief that souls transmigrated into plants, ridiculing both vegetarianism and the notion that human beings are a species of animals as inconsistent with the Christian belief in creation.149

It is a common theme of Christian authors to name the old philosophers “children”, implying that the Judaeo-Christian tradition is older than, and superior to, Greek philosophy and religion. Thus, Cyril of Alexandria provides a doubtful, circumstantial account comparing the Jewish and Greek traditions up to the birth of Christ based on the Olympic calendar.150 From this he derives his claim that Christian tradition is older than Greek literacy151 and that the Greek philosophers had borrowed anything that might be construed as truth from the Christian tradition.152 He refers to Solon’s saying in Plato’s Timaeus that “you Greeks are always children” because they have no written record so far as evidence of their limited abilities.153 For Cyril, the line was clear: whenever the Greek sages had agreed with Christian scripture, they had also agreed among each other, inspired by God, whereas in anything else they had been of dissenting, abominable opinions, and in a state of delirium.154 In making this point, Cyril adds some biblical quotations and allusions,155noting, for example, that it was only after the Great Flood, the tower of Babel, and the confusion of languages that men were brought to worship that which is created, such as the sky, sun, moon and elements, instead of the one God.156

Nevertheless, John Chrysostom occasionally admits that philosophical writings disagreeing with the Christian world view were still accessible. For example, in the nineteenth Homily against the Statues, written after the Statue Riot, John says that, although it can hardly be found any more, the folly of the philosophers is evident if one unfolds their book-scrolls written long ago.157 In these, the reader is offered the opinions that there is no divine providence and no creation, opinions that are opposed to Christian teaching and that John finds “most ridiculous.”158 This passage implies that it was at that time still possible to read the opinions of the old philosophers.

In a sermon on the Gospel of John, John Chrysostom reiterates his point that philosophical writings can at best be found in the possession of Christians, echoing the passage on the disappearance of books in the Discourse on Babylas. John argues that on the one hand, educated Christians just as John himself might still find it useful to study ancient philosophy to improve their own writings, but on the other they should disclose their knowledge only to ridicule philosophy. By contrast, he suggests that the less educated audience is discouraged to study pagan philosophy at all:159

But enough of this; or rather even this is out of measure. For in order to learn anything useful from these authors, it would be necessary to waste even more time; but just in order to observe their awkwardness and ridiculousness, more than enough has been said by us already.

This passage explains why John repeatedly calls ancient philosophy ridiculous while finding it necessary to protect the faith from philosophical counter-arguments. His choice between the two positions depended on the degree of education that he expected from his audience.

Further allusions to the burning of books during the Great Persecution are found among Prudentius’ poems (early fifth century), which include a collection of martyr hymns (Peristephanon). Originally from Spain, Prudentius eventually had a prestigious if not specified office at the court of Theodosius (379–395)160 and it is likely that he had lived in Rome for some time.161 Before giving a closer reading of the Vincent hymn, I shall discuss a late antique mosaic that is probably based on this hymn and that alludes to book-burning during the Great Persecution.

A lunette on the south wall opposite the entrance of the imperial mausoleum of the Theodosian family (built c. 430 –450) depicts a saint traditionally interpreted as the martyr Lawrence.162 Lawrence ultimately became the patron saint of both librarians and fire – a peculiar combination. The mausoleum is attributed to Honorius’ sister, Galla Placidia (d. 450) – probably the construction’s patron – and was built in the backyard of San Vitale Basilica with its famous mosaics of Justinian and Theodora. Some scholars have interpreted the mosaic as showing a saint burning heretical books and the chapel interior as a whole to depict the dissemination of the gospels,163 leading one scholar to suggest that the scene generally refers to the destruction of ancient literature by flame.164 Arguing against the book-burning interpretation, others have suggested that the parchment codex carried by the saint in the depiction is a gospel or another Christian book.165 However, that the cabinet already shows four gospels, each with its title given, indicates that the fifth book, that of the saint, is different from the gospels, because no title is given.
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Figure 1. Mausoleum of Galla Placidia in Ravenna, mosaic of “St Lawrence” Photo: Nadine Urbschat



Early attempts by scholarship to relate the scene to Prudentius’ Lawrence hymn (Perist. 2) have been critically received.166 The arrangement of the mosaic departs from the traditions established by other Lawrence images. Mackie has therefore suggested that the mosaic was an illustration of Prudentius’ Vincent hymn.167 I agree with this view also because in the Vincent poem, as I will show, the Spanish martyr is forced to disclose the sacred writings to be burnt. Both poems have several elements in common, including the gridiron, as has been shown by Desantis.168 This alignment of the mosaic with Vincent rather than with Lawrence therefore supports those scholars who have argued that the mosaic alludes to book-burning.

The west and east lunettes have deer drinking the water of eternal life. Above the lunettes, there are arches supposedly showing eight apostles as well as doves again drinking from a vessel or fountain. Yet the book is central to the scene as a whole. The bases of the cross arches have vine scrolls, taking up a motif that we will see again in Contra Symmachum and other poems by Prudentius in section 3.3. To Mackie “the acanthus represents the unbroken tie with classical tradition.”169 The apostles also carry book scrolls. While vine tendrils are common even in Roman pre-Christian mosaics, scholars have nevertheless persuasively linked the reception forwarded in the mausoleum to the parable of the vine and the branches in the Gospel of John (15:1).170 I would like to add that this is supported by a fifth-century codex of Pliny’s letters that contains a subscription “enclosed by scrolls of vine-tendrils” (CLA 1660). This archaeological find shows that this symbol was actually employed as ornamentation for classical books. It is also worth noting that the opposite lunette shows Christ the Good Shepherd protecting his flock of sheep. This indicates that the whole imagery represents the protection of the Christian congregation from evil. This weight of established interpretation suggests that the scene subtly alludes to book-burning in the same way that Prudentius’ martyr accounts do, as I will argue shortly.

The historical setting of Prudentius’ Vincent hymn shows its link to book-burning as it is situated during the Great Persecution.171 In Prudentius’ hymn, Vincent, the martyr, is tortured after he denied offering sacrifices to the emperor. However, he mocks his torturers. The torturer, Datianus, who was governor of Spain,172 demands Vincent to surrender his books: “At least reveal your concealed pages, your hidden books, that the teaching which disseminates falsity may be burned with the fire it deserves.”173 The martyr replies with what at first glance seems to be the judge’s consignation to hell:174

You yourself will burn more deservedly in the fire with which you are viciously threatening our mystic writings, for the sword will retaliate our heavenly books, burning with its lightning-flash the tongue that speaks such poison.

This passage again shows the close association of book-burning and the burning of the human body. The “tongue” (lingua) may also be translated in a figurative sense as “language” or “speech.” I here agree with those scholars who have argued that from a comparison of the hymns on Cyprian and on Romanus lingua can also be a metonomy for written record.175 This metonomy fits into my later reading of it meaning wicked tongue, a metaphor for anti-Christian ideas expressed either in writing or in speech, as I shall show in section 3.3. I shall also show the use of “poison” as a synonym for false philosophy and heresy. While this passage can be aligned with Prudentius’ claim that Christianity had overcome the errors of the past, it is also possible to read this passage as proposing that certain pagan books have been or needed to be burnt. Nor is it a stretch of interpretation to suggest that this may have been proposed as a retaliatory response to the burning of Christian books during the Great Persecution.

The Passion of Philipp has a similar scene of divine revenge for the burning of divine Scripture in Heraclea in Thrace. It has a polemical thrust against the forum that the philosophers used to roam:176

A fire was made in the presence even of the citizens and foreigners that were gathered together, and he threw all divine scriptures into the blaze. Suddenly a flame ascended up to heaven so powerful that fear detained individual spectators from looking at such a fire. Some, however, were sitting around blessed Philipp in the forum, where everything is for the sale. The messenger [Philipp] came to them and explained to those in his presence: People of Heraclea, Jews, and pagans, followers of every religion or sect, be aware of the future, now that the end of time is near! The apostle Paul has warned us: ‘For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men’ [Rom. 1:18]. Therefore, righteous anger comes to Sodom because of their unrighteousness: if they fear the judgment on the people of Sodom, if they abstain from their unrighteousness and search for Him who made this judgment, they will convert to Him and be saved from their vain snares. Therefore, it has been a sign of the judgment and a witness of the divine anger to the people throughout the East to whom appeared the fire in Sodom. And the pious fire arose not only in the East, but also in Sicily and in Italy there was seen something worthy to be called a miracle.

The Passion was originally written in Greek and has survived in revised Latin translations, although not without alteration. The modern editor Franchi de’ Cavalieri suggests that the text was first penned in the first quarter of the fourth century and that a later hand probably added to the eschatological passage quoted above. He also argues that it is likely that the passage’s end was written after temples such as the Serapeum in Alexandria had been destroyed – adding weight and meaning to these sections. Confirming this, the phrase “in Italy” is missing in one old manuscript.177 It is likely that this is a similarly later addition, meaning that the phrase perhaps alludes to Christian book-burning in Western parts of the Roman Empire, justifying this action as retaliation for the burning of Christian books. At any rate, texts like these convey a message that Christianity had overcome the errors of the past.

A similar scene can be found in another of Prudentius’ martyr hymn, related to the martyr Romanus and situated in Antioch during the Great Persecution. The passion of Romanus again shows close association between the book and the body as it is striking that the torturer orders Romanus to be burnt: “You are condemned to be devoured by fire and you will soon turn into a scant ash heap.”178 While a monstrous pyre is being built up and the flame fed with dried grass, the martyr himself, just like in the scene of book-burning in the Vincent hymn, is positive that this judgment actually pertains only to an event of future times: “This kind of passion is not assigned to me, and a great miracle still remains to happen.”179

Some Martyr Acts of the fifth and sixth centuries still commemorate the burning of Christian scripture during the persecution in Italy180 and in the East.181 One such text reports that pagan priests burnt the books “of their own idols”, overcome by the martyr’s steadfastness.182 The historical credibility of these texts is doubtful, but they indicate that such memories sustained long after. For example, the Coptic Martyrdom of Victor also depicts a “magician” who came to burn his “magic” books and to convert to Christianity. This unnamed “magician” had prepared poison to execute the martyr Victor of Antioch in a trial in the age of Diocletian but saw his powers defeated.183 Just before his death, Victor prophesised that eight years later all philosophers and orators will die when they meet for lunch in a house that will fall down.184 This appears to be an allusion to the destruction of temples such as the Serapeum of Alexandria. A medieval Latin Martyr Act locates a similar story in Spain around the same time.185 We can see again that Christian Martyr Acts link book-burning during the Great Persecution to the death of memory as far as magic or inimical philosophical traditions are concerned.

In sum, a number of Christian authors demonised pagan philosophy because, they argued, some philosophers had advised emperors such as Diocletian to persecute Christians. Philosophers and their texts and teachings were therefore portrayed as enemies of Christianity and as demons able to destroy the souls of the faithful and to drag them into hell. Authors such as Lactantius and Eusebius acted as advisors of the emperor Constantine and therefore appear to have influenced the censorship legislation of that time, just as philosophers like Porphyry had informed the decision of the emperor Diocletian to destroy Christian texts. In the next section, we will see that Constantine’s successors continued to curb specific pagan forms of magic and divination, although their intent was to battle oppositional forces and stabilise their dynasty, and that the emperor Julian’s short-lived attempt to revive a specific form of pagan higher education led to further reactions by Christian authors keen to reverse just this.

1.5Julian and the Constantinian Dynasty

Constantine’s sons, Constantius II (337–361) and Constans I (337–350), continued to favour Christianity. Zealous Christians, such as monks, destroyed temples, although a law forbade this practice, and it was perhaps not before 356 that sacrifices and worship of images were banned by threat of capital punishment.186 It is not clear to what extent these laws were implemented, and paganism continued long after.

The anti-pagan legislation under Constantine’s successors ruled against certain aspects of paganism perceived to be dangerous rather than against paganism per se. Nevertheless, these early religious laws paved the way to later book-burning laws and reported acts of book-burning. In 357, Constantius issued an edict to the people of Rome, banning all kinds of divination. He visited Rome in that year. Under the threat of capital punishment it was forbidden for anyone to consult persons involved in this art, including astrologers (mathematici), prophets (vates) and representatives of the old Greco-Roman religion involved in divination.187 It is possible that Constantine reacted to slanderous rumours about his reign, as some emperors did in the first century. It is clear that this kind of divination would have attracted the most attention. Nevertheless, the link between paganism and divination must have been welcome to the clergy. Thus, the council of Ancyra in 314 had defined the act of divination as “being in accordance with the customs of the pagans.”188

Around the same time, a further law by Constantius, addressed to the people of Rome, condemned those who practiced the magic arts (magicae artes). Exemptions from torture, traditionally enjoyed by persons from the upper strata of society, were waived in cases of magi, who “are to be regarded as enemies of humankind” as well as anyone involved in divination “including even a mathematicus.”189 This explains why according to Ammianus people of high rank were tortured during the magic trials in the 370s, as we will see in section 2.1. With a reference to his father Constantine, Constantius also ruled pamphlets (famosi libelli) to be burnt. It therefore appears that the problem of slanderous writings continued in Africa.190

There is evidence that on at least one occasion Constantius enforced these laws, albeit in a different region. In 359, Constantius conducted trials in reaction to offensive scriptures maliciously forwarded to him from the temple-archive of the Egyptian Bes at Abydos. The main location and focus for this investigation, which involved torture regardless of rank, was Scythopolis in Palestine (between Antioch and Alexandria). Ammianus mentions a philosopher and a learned poet, who was later acquitted, among the victims.191 His account suggests that prophecies on the fate of the emperor were particularly unwanted, but that it was ultimately the decision of the prosecutor to punish any form of pagan divination.

Constantius’ successor Julian (361–363) was the only acknowledged pagan emperor since Constantine. His Christian adversaries charged him with apostasy. Much has been written about Julian’s psychological development, his intellectual and educational background, and what inspired the emperor to turn from Christianity to the previous state cult. It is worth looking in more detail at exactly what the last pagan emperor contributed to the narrative of censorship and book-burning we have established so far as well as at the legal and psychological consequences of Julian’s religious policy in the years following his death.

Firstly, the so-called teacher edict certainly is the best known of Julian’s laws. It is generally interpreted as representing Julian’s intention to put Christian teachers out of business. The edict puts the local decurions in charge of granting teaching licenses to regulate these standards and in reaching the standard reading of it, much has been made out of Julian’s letters. For Julian, moral integrity meant that a teachers’ religious belief had to be commensurate with the pedagogical material he used.192 As a result, the academic conclusion is that Julian barred Christians from teaching classical literature, such as Homer, and that he generally intended to exclude Christians from higher education. Nevertheless, at least one scholar suggested the alternative interpretation that the teacher edict was part of a general program to improve the administrative and moral status quo of the empire rather than to discriminate against Christians.193 This, I feel, is a more persuasive position as the edict mentions only the moral standing of teachers (grammarians and rhetoricians). It seems that because the edict was worded neutrally, it was included in the Codex Theodosianus, despite its possible anti-Christian tendency. Watts has recently argued that as a consequence of this edict pagan teachers were in turn those who had to face adversities in their profession, once emperors continued to be Christians.194

From all the legislative acts Julian undertook none was despised more by Greek Christian authors than his teacher edict. We will see in the following section that Christian authors leave no doubt that they counted the late emperor among the persecutors, although the evidence suggests that he avoided religious trials. In this context, Speyer’s remark that Julian was close to the Christian theologians that criticised him is intriguing.195 After all, had not the earlier apologists insisted that Christians should avoid reading many pagan texts?

Secondly in this context, Julian was suspicious not only of Christian educators but also of certain schools of philosophy, preferring himself Neoplatonic philosophy. What is less known is that although he readmitted philosophers to his court he also argued for censorship. In a letter he stated that pagan priests should not read the poetical works of Archilochus, Hipponax, and the Old Comedy as well as the philosophical works of Epicurus and Pyrrho, adding that most books by the Epicurean and Pyrrhonic philosophers had perished by this time.196 While some Neoplatonic philosophers surely shared Julian’s view, it must also be noted that his reservations may have been aggravated by his Christian education, as noted above. Judging from established testimonials regarding the edict on teachers, it appears that Julian’s religious policy had a psychological impact on some Christians in the years to come, as we will see in the next section.

It also appears that pagans took advantage of the changed religious climate during Julian’s reign, going as far as to confiscate books. In Alexandria the Arian bishop George of Cappadocia, a man with the reputation of being a fierce executor of Constantius’ II laws against sacrifices and temples was a victim of this. George was one of the multiple replacements for the important theologian Athanasius (who was many times expelled from his bishop’s see as an adversary of Arius). As a consequence of his policy, the mob murdered George and his library was plundered during the ensuing riot in 361 when the religious climate had changed following Julian’s accession. In reaction to this, Julian ordered Porphyry, Alexandria’s finance officer (rationalis), and his staff to conduct house searches and interrogations to try and recover George’s books, suggesting that he would destroy any Christian books among these:197

Do grant me this private favour, that all of George’s books be found out. For he owned many books on philosophy, and many on rhetoric; many also on the teachings of the ungodly Galilaeans [= Christians]. These latter I wished to be obliterated, but for fear that along with them more useful works may be taken away, let all those also be carefully searched out.

The letter shows that destruction of specific books could cause larger, coincidental losses of books because the officials in charge of the searches were probably well-educated and may have kept some of the books. Following their initiation, searches for forbidden books and their destruction begin to take place with increasing frequency from this point onwards through the next centuries. I shall argue in the following section that clerical exhortations not to read certain pagan books were sometimes linked to Julian’s religious policy.

1.6Christian Reactions to the Emperor Julian

Julian’s works and religious policy provoked similar polemics as the Great Persecution had done. While these polemical discourses have not directly affected imperial censorship legislation, they may to some extent account for clerical interests with regard to the banning of books.

Gregory of Nazianzus composed two orations against Julian (or. 4 and 5) in 363 or shortly after, that immediately reacted to Julian’s religious policy and death. Gregory heavily attacks Julian for attempting to deprive Christians of literature (lógoi) and education through the teacher edict (4.101). As another educated Christian who, like his fellow student Basil, was a connoisseur of classical literature, he argued in his speech that Julian was wrong to claim that pagan literature and religion are connected. He suggested that Christians could endorse pagan culture but dismiss sacrifices (4.5).

Yet in his polemical attacks on Julian, Gregory defended only selected aspects of pagan literature and education and deprecated others. He regarded as morally inferior the kind of pagan education that Julian wanted to be taught in schools (4.124): “the education of this world was walking in darkness, and falling away far from the light of truth”,198 something he suggested was being disseminated by demons (4.55). As with other Christian authors, Gregory was inclusive as he defended the rhetorical use of the Greek language from Julian’s alleged argument that this too was the domain of Hellenism, arguing that Christians should make use of rhetoric if it was to disseminate faith (4.100 –107). Similarly to other Christian authors, Gregory did not dismiss poetry as such – he himself composed Christian classicizing poems – but he did criticise its pagan content (4.108), such as the myths of the Olympic gods, as being sexually offensive (4.70, 116–23). He regarded the gods of pagan poetry as dragons (5.31–2). On the subject of philosophy and philosophers, he execrated the philosophers from the various ancient schools who had persuaded Julian to turn away from Christianity (4.43, 72; 5.5, 38, 41), as opposed to the Christian “true” philosophers (such as monks). He linked the learning associated with these pagan philosophers to astrology and divination (4.31, 43) and explicitly counted geometry as superstition (4.109; cf. 4.43) – a derogatory Christian term for pagan belonging. As far as magic books are concerned, Gregory, like Julian, did approve of the unity of pagan religion and overly pagan literature:199

Put away your books of sorcery and divination, let only those of the Prophets and Apostles be opened […] Throw down your Triptolemuses, and your Eleusis, and your foolish dragons: shame yourself of the books of your oracular Orpheus!

Gregory also discussed the legal background of book offences. He polemically said that the treason law – which ruled the death penalty on personal insult of the emperor – was suitable to ban pagan poetry as it was sexually offensive. Moreover, pagan poetry insulted not only one god – the emperor – but many gods:200

If death is the penalty assigned by the laws for all who blaspheme against a single one of their gods – even privately and slightly – what should be the punishment for those who let loose their poetry against all gods altogether, publicly, and in the most abusive terms, and for those who have handed down this comedy for a long time?

Gregory here borrows from Clement of Alexandria, who gave a list of authors that insulted the gods (Menander, Antisthenes, Homer and Euripides).201 He goes as far as condemning Julian for his school building program (4.111). He is perhaps right to describe certain philosophers – “those who strayed, who worshipped the creature rather than the creator”202– as (currently) giving up their previous error, from fear of coercion (5.28): after all, we will see that there is some evidence that Julian’s successor Jovian acted against philosophers.

Gregory also was the first to criticise Julian’s anti-Christian writings, particularly his Contra Galilaeos (4.74; 5.41), where Julian posited the link between paganism and classical culture. Gregory ranked these writings alongside Porphyry’s which Constantine ordered to be burnt. Both, he argued, contained the same lies (5.41). Gregory’s position is that of a Christian author who aligned Julian’s anti-Christian policy with the influence of those pagan philosophers who advised Julian. As with those Christian authors who wrote against philosophers like Porphyry in the aftermath of the Great Persecution, Gregory’s speeches underpinned the division between acceptable and unacceptable aspects of pagan learning, indicating that pagan philosophical views disagreeing with the Christian world view were detrimental to the well-being of Christians, going as far as to compare Julian’s religious policy with earlier persecutions of Christians. Gregory’s position here certainly has to be seen within the context of the atmosphere soon after Julian’s death and the specific expectations of his audience.

Julian’s religious policy and his works, particularly his treatise Contra Galilaeos (that is Christians), frequently provoked Christian criticism even long after his death. Fragments of this work by Julian (361–363) are extant largely because of quotations in a later refutation by the Christian author Cyril, patriarch of Alexandria (412–444). Julian’s work is thus among the very few surviving philosophical texts of Antiquity which undertake a comprehensive refutation of Christianity, arguing, for example, against the biblical concept of creation.

A Coptic Church history has provided an account of the reasons why Cyril wrote his refutation, indicating that Julian’s work was actively suppressed. It notes that a group of philosophers talked with Cyril about Julian’s work. In reaction, Cyril conducted a search for Julian’s writings and, after a long time had passed, eventually found copies. The difficulties Cyril experienced in this search suggests that the work had been suppressed probably because of Christian restrictions: it is named alongside the books of Origen (at that time heretical) and of Porphyry, whose work Against the Christians had been ordered to be destroyed in imperial legislation.203

Outwith of its character as an anti-Christian work, there is evidence to suggest that ecclesiastical authorities criticised Julian’s Contra Galilaeos for its conflation of Neoplatonic and Epicurean concepts. To Julian’s assertion “that the nature of earthly bodies is produced from the clash of the elements” in his refutation Contra Julianum Cyril replies that the emperor was influenced by those who informed him, in particular by Empedocles, whom he quotes from a reference in Plotinus.204 To Cyril, such tenets are “laughter” and “sophistries” and they detract from truth,205as they had been shown before to be childish talk proposing the most extreme absurdness.206 This shows that Julian produced atomistic arguments to challenge the biblical creation account.

1.7Conclusion

In sum, I have argued in this chapter that two pagan emperors introduced censorship legislation as a tool to establish a greater degree of state control. Christian authors responded to both key events, arguing that their philosophical background, education or advice by contemporary philosophers had caused Diocletian and Julian to legislate in this way. In consequence they came up with a number of strategies to argue that pagan philosophies are demonical, ridiculous, sinful and arrogant curiosity, that philosophy itself had persecuted Christians.

While there is evidence that some Roman emperors of the first century AD occasionally banned astrologers (and even philosophers) from Rome and Italy, there is no firm evidence that books were burnt in these contexts before the late-imperial period. On the contrary, pagan emperors were often advised by philosophers. Indeed, prominent philosophers wrote anti-Christian treatises at the occasion of the Great Persecution in the early fourth century. Contemporary and later Christian polemical texts and Martyr Acts blamed the Great Persecution and the burning of scripture not only on a pagan empire, but also on philosophers, notably Porphyry. These Christian authors constructed their discourse on book-burning against the backdrop of the Great Persecution. At that time Christian authors had also agreed on a discourse of condemning natural philosophy based on its contradictions of the biblical creation account.207

It is likely that Christian apologists such as Lactantius and Eusebius influenced the emperor Constantine who ordered further book-searches soon after the Great Persecution, including searches for books by Porphyry and an unspecified range of forbidden arts. It is also likely that the clergy endorsed Constantine’s religious policy. In the next chapter I shall argue that the Roman administration tried to negotiate between these positions. In doing so, the emperors continued to be interested in implementing a greater degree of state control.


2Fahrenheit AD 451 – Imperial Legislation and Public Authority

In this chapter, I shall continue to investigate those forms of book-burning and censorship that were sanctioned or tolerated by the Roman authorities. This aspect is in some respects close to a modern understanding of book-burning as a form of government sanctioned censorship. However, when emperors drafted laws, they usually did so in response to embassies or acute problems. There was no systematic plan, on part of the Roman government, to ban certain genres of texts. Imperial censorship laws may have been promulgated as a means of social control or as efforts to manage existing conflicts. Compounding this, ancient Church historians seem to have had little specific knowledge on religious laws issued in the age of Theodosius.208 That such laws were often repeated and sanctions needed to be imposed on authorities that were not willing to enforce these laws suggests that it took centuries to implant them.209 This is because neither provincial nor urban administrations had the staff to implement religious laws. On the other hand, inscriptions from the Roman imperial period indicate that the name of bad emperors were widely eradicated, following their damnatio memoriae, but it is unknown to us how this and the destruction or mutilation of their statues could be achieved in the ancient world. On the balance of probability, it is safe to say that while religious laws were therefore not systematically enforced, they did acknowledge general tendencies of their time and area.

Nevertheless, Fögen’s German-language study on “the dispossession of the fortune-tellers” argued that the laws collected in the Codex Theodosianus indicated that the Christian emperors of Late Antiquity prohibited entire genres of knowledge. In doing so, they contributed to a new sociology of knowledge based on the concept that there was only Christian truth that remained dominant for centuries.210 This reading and subject has received little attention outside of legal history, partly because the efficiency of imperial laws is often doubted.211 Lotz recently scrutinised Fögen’s view on the Magiekonflikt, agreeing that the legal term magician was often interchanged with or used in place of the designation pagan.212 Although Lotz saw linguistic parallels between late antique legal language and the terminology used by the fathers of the Church, she did not explore and explicate the two source genres.213 Hermanowicz, on the other hand, has argued that clerical embassies in North Africa have directly influenced the wording of imperial laws dealing with religious conflicts.214 It is likely that similar things also occurred in other parts of the empire.

This chapter, therefore, will focus on the laws regarding burning or banning any kind of books and on any aspect of banning pagan or heretical teaching in imperial legislation, focusing primarily on the collections of the Codex Theodosianus and the Codex Justinianus. I have already taken into account pre-Christian legislation against astrologers and magicians in order to show that book-burning was a specific legal feature of Late Antiquity. These law compilations contain the essence of Christian imperial legislation since Constantine and were influential well into the Middle Ages and beyond. They were compiled from regional imperial advices given to individual officials or groups. After the compilation and official publication of the Codex Theodosianus in 438 these laws became generally applicable, although not generally enforced. They are therefore significant in telling us what genres of books may have been and were targeted. In the following chapters of this book I shall argue that laws on book-burning and censorship are indeed similar to the language of Christian authors. Thus a broader range of literary genres than hitherto suspected may have been vulnerable to censorship and perhaps even book-burning, certainly more than a cursory reading of the laws might suggest at first glance. The question is: which censorship laws were actually enforced? This chapter, therefore, will also discuss the known incidents when the Roman authorities actually burnt books or when people were prosecuted for illegal teaching, proposing that a grey area existed of writings that were banned or perhaps even destroyed on the grounds that they contained material defined as heretical or otherwise forbidden. In this chapter and the next, I shall go on to argue that clerics and ascetics were more often involved in enforcing censorship legislation than the Roman authorities, which, however sometimes assisted Christian groups. I will therefore argue that in order to understand the enforcement of censorship we must understand the types of texts which these Christian groups viewed as unworthy.

I shall start with the magic trials under the emperor Valens, during which a large quantity of books were reportedly destroyed, and I shall raise the question of why later sources thought this to be key for the demise of pagan philosophy. I shall then go on to discuss censorship laws during the Theodosian dynasty, a period of time which is best known for its anti-pagan legislation, arguing that book-burning laws were enforced by the clergy rather than by state authorities. After a brief look on other sanctions that pagan intellectuals had to face in the fifth century, I shall go on to discuss the censorship legislation and its enforcement in the age of Justinian, arguing that Justinian’s policy of restoration facilitated a robust approach to suppressing pagan literature.

2.1Magic Trials under the Emperor Valens

In the previous chapter I discussed the censorship legislation up to the death of the last pagan emperor Julian. Following Julian’s death, book-burning begins to be reported on a larger scale, although its practice still rests on previous religious legislation. Julian’s successor Jovian (363–364) was a Christian and he restored the privileges to the Church. In 364, the Nicene Christian Valentinian I succeeded Jovian as emperor along with his brother Valens, who tended to promulgate Arianism during his reign in the Eastern part of the empire. Initially both emperors showed relative tolerance towards pagans. Although his religious policy is less well-evidenced than that of his brother, Valens did not deny promotions to pagans. This picture changed when both in their respective dominions came to conduct what is known as magic trials, in Rome from 369 to 375, and in Antioch from early 372 onwards.215 What had started as Valens’ brutal reaction to a conspiracy soon turned into a general investigation of suspicious religious activity throughout the Εastern empire and an unprecedented incident of book-burning.216

Valentinian I and Valens passed their own laws against suspicious pagan activities in their respective dominions. On 12 December 370, before the magic trials started in Antioch, a law was passed in Constantinople, ruling that “the teaching of astrology shall cease.” It stated that if any person “should be caught while engaged in this forbidden error […], he shall suffer capital punishment”, regardless of whether he is a teacher or student of such “prohibited things.”217 Christian authors frequently employ the term error to refer to philosophical or heretical tenets.218 The law is addressed to Modestus, praetorian prefect of the East, who headed a commission to judge the trials.219 By contrast, Valentinian passed two different but more sympathetic laws for the senate of Rome in 371: neither divination nor other forms of religio allowed in the past were to be considered criminal offences unless they were harmfully practised. Legal procedures were regulated for senators involved in magic trials.220 The emperors reacted to initial accusations as outlined below. However, both emperors in Constantinople in an unknown year issued a harsh edict on burning pamphlets.221 Along with the laws against mathematici (“astrologers”), this could have served as the legal basis for the book searches that followed.

The magic trials started when Valens reacted to contemporary theurgists’ attempting to reveal his fate and possible successor by divination. According to the pagan historian Ammianus Marcellinus most of the first victims were philosophers and men of higher learning.222 All of them were tortured to confess the accusations against them, some were burnt alive.223 Among them was Maximus, distinguished philosopher and former teacher of the emperor Julian, who had been instrumental in Julian’s rejection of Christianity.224

These magic trials, held in Antioch in the early 370s, have been interpreted as a specific reaction to a conspiracy,225 but also as a decisive blow against ancient philosophy.226 Some emperors of the first century also reacted harshly to perceived conspiracies. The incident has been perceived as a blow against philosophy because Ammianus reports that forbidden books were sought out and burnt, including books on the liberal arts and on law. According to his account, the books served to prove the charges of treason against their owners as if their possession alone resembled a crime:227

Some were executed without any delay or breathing-space, while the examination of whether they should be punished was still ongoing, and the whole scene appeared to be a slaughter of cattle. Then, innumerable books and many heaps of scrolls were piled up and burnt under the eyes of the judges, having been ferreted out of various houses as illegal books in order to alleviate the animosity arising from the executions. However, most of them were titles on various liberal arts and on law.

This passage provides evidence for the grey area that existed between religion and magic that surrounded the concept and practice of book searches and book-burning. The memory of the earlier trials in 359 likely made people in the East sensitive towards the potentially rigorous prosecution of any items (including writings) that could give rise to the suspicion of treacherous activity, significant because simply wearing charms or passing a sepulchre at nightfall were sufficient grounds to bring treason charges against individuals.228 The judges mentioned by Ammianus responsible for prosecuting these charges can be aligned to the defensores civitatum, which were appointed empire-wide to act as a religious police at the end of the fourth century as we will see shortly. It is logical that people were normally denounced because of reasons such as envy or personal conflicts.

A second wave of trials swiftly followed when the first inquiries produced new evidence against men of learning, including some probable Christians.229 These trials were conducted not only in Antioch, but in every part of the empire under Valens’ authority. Ammianus reports that more houses were thoroughly searched for items interpretable as related to the magical arts.230 Writings, even private letters written by a philosopher to his wife, were searched for the remotest hint of conspiracy against the emperor. If such was found, their keepers were executed.231 Alluding to the sword of Damocles, Ammianus goes on to say that people throughout the empire burnt their books:232

The consequence was that throughout the eastern provinces whole libraries were burnt by their owners for fear of a similar outcome; so great was the terror which affected everyone. For to speak briefly, we all crawled about at that time as if in Cimmerian darkness, filled with the same kind of fear as the guests of Dionysius of Sicily. While they were stuffed with a meal more terrible than any possible hunger, they dreaded the swords hung over their heads suspended by horse-hairs from the ceiling of the houses in which they were dining.

The term “Cimmerian darkness”, derived from a Homeric people living in perpetual darkness at the edge of Hades, is also used by the Christian Lactantius. In this context, it is notable that Lactantius states that pagan authors, just as Christians, described their philosophy as the truth.233 Ammianus here picks up a Christian polemical term against pagan philosophy attributed to the philosopher Anaxagoras and his school. This seems to imply that he was alluding to the religious dimension of book-burning. However, Ammianus had a reason to exaggerate the cruelty of Valens not only because of religious dissent but also because of the emperor’s failure:234 his army was routed and he himself died at the battle of Adrianopolis in 378. Moreover, Ammianus seems to have lived in Antioch at that time. Thus while he is reliable as an eye-witness in this context, as with our other sources we must also allow for his positioning in relation to these events.

Shortly before the events in Antioch, the Western emperor Valentinian conducted similar magic trials in the city of Rome from 369 onwards. In reaction to unspecific charges of magic, members of the elite and some commoners were charged with treason. Their religious affiliation is not always recorded, but it seems that although some Christians were among the culprits, the majority was pagan.235 Ammianus does not report book-burning here but he does mention the ownership of forbidden writings as a reason for accusations and allegations. The son of an Urban Prefect of 365/6 was put to death after he was convicted of having copied a book containing references to harmful arts.236 Similarly, in connection with the trial against Iulius Festus Hymetius, proconsul of Africa in 366/7, the house of his fortune-teller was searched. “Quite secret papers” were produced to prove the accusation.237

Other sources confirm the trials against philosophers and the danger involved in keeping forbidden books for Antioch and the East.238 The Christian author John Chrysostom, a writer who in context of the following passage argued against Epicurean philosophy and suggested that the Epicurean position endorsed magic as we will see in section 4.6, provides eye-witness evidence of such actions occurring in his early twenties. A key point of evidence for the atmosphere following the magic trials exists in his account of something that happened when his native city of Antioch was occupied by soldiers under orders to search for books about magical arts.239 In this story, John notes, an unnamed person had started working on a suspicious book but thrown it in the Orontes river prior to and anticipating his arrest. He was executed nonetheless. A friend of John’s saw the book floating on the river. Upon inspection they found magical notes.240 At the same time, a soldier passed by, scaring the two young men to death as they would have faced execution for possessing the text despite their innocence because of the harsh laws against book offenders. Hiding the book, they narrowly escaped. John’s account gives some indication of the climate of fear and intrigue that the laws had initiated.

Later authors regarded the religious struggle as the underlying reason for the magic trials, suggesting that these had caused the demise of ancient philosophy. Shortly before 450 the Church historian Sozomenus concluded with regard to the reign of Valens: “Almost all of the Greek philosophers perished at this time.” However, authors like Sozomenus tend to interpret history as a success story of Christianity and therefore distort the historical facts. Moreover, he suggested, some of these philosophers, regarded as superior in their art, had attempted to learn the name of Valens’ successor “because they felt angry about the progress of Christianity.”241 This divination, inspired by the hope of a more tolerant future emperor, was taken as an excuse for further trials. While Church historians do not tend to engage with this case in any detail, the pagan Zosimus’ account, written some half a century later, goes into much more explicit detail of these events. As with Ammianus, Zosimus describes homes being searched, informers lodging allegations, and trials and executions occurring. According to Zosimus, Valens directed his anger towards philosophers and men of learning. The instigator of the trials was Festus, proconsul Asiae from 372 to 378.242 Zosimus could be right because there are attested cases of literary men executed on the order of Festus known from other sources as well.243 So, it is probable that the trials initiated by Valens in the East could have caused the ruin of many books owned by philosophers, but the rhetoric of the related texts requires caution. Although to some pagan authors the episode seems to have appeared a landmark case of cruelty inflicted by Christian emperors, it is likely that its impact was exaggerated over time. The authorities apparently searched for books in order to gather evidence for treason, but this hardly explains why these texts were burnt. Book-burning may have served as a public ritual, designed to intimidate the population, something that we will see happening more often in this chapter and the next.

2.2The Theodosian Dynasty

In 380/81, in accordance with the Nicene Creed Theodosius I (379–394) declared Catholicism the state religion in both parts of the empire and ordered that non-Catholics, defined as “others” should be judged as “insane” and “heretical.”244 In 391/2, he issued the greatest number of laws against religious deviators in Roman history, although Theodosius showed no general hostility against Christians throughout his early reign. It is traditionally assumed that Ambrose, bishop of Milan, had caused him to change his mind. Many of these laws were somewhat regionally and temporarily limited and the reasons for their promulgation are often unclear. However, the following laws were addressed to the praefectus praetorio per Orientem and therefore valid for the Eastern Empire. Religious of-fences were placed on a par with high-treason (maiestas),245 for which exemptions from torture were regularly waived regardless of social rank.246 The orders of things deemed religious offences covered not only sacrifices and divination but also vaguely defined scientific investigations:247

For it is sufficient to constitute an enormous crime that anyone should wish to abolish the laws of nature itself, to explore illegal matters, to disclose secrets, to attempt interdicted practices, to seek to know the end of someone’s life, to promise the hope of someone’s death.

The ban on sacrifices and temple visits was also renewed as was a ban on magic spells: “For we admonish that God is to be worshipped with chaste prayers rather than to be desecrated with gruesome songs.”248 Private accusations were permitted to be made by anyone, and judges, “inquisitors”, “defenders” (defensores), and the decurions of each city were placed in charge of enforcing these regulations – a move curiously redolent of the organization of the medieval inquisition.249 Evidence of this latter prescription is seen in the Codex Theodosianus which attests that defensores had been seen in various regions of the empire as local enforcers of these types of laws since Valens – this makes it probable that they are the same defensores that Ammianus refers to as judges in charge of book-burning.250 The defensores themselves (at least in Italy) were to be elected from a body highly experienced in administration and rhetorical training, suggesting that they were well able to recognise the contents of incriminated books.251

Members of the Theodosian dynasty, like their predecessors, ordered an unspecified range of slanderous and religious pamphlets to be burnt. This shows that slander continued to be the cause for book-burning, as it had been in the imperial period, although this charge was now more closely linked to religion. For example, in 386 Valentinian II and Theodosius forbade anyone curious (curiosus) enough to read pamphlets (famosi libelli) from divulging their contents to anyone else. Anyone found with such a book who did not destroy it immediately would be executed unless he produced its author for prosecution. This law is addressed to Cynegius, praefectus praetorio per Orientem from 384 to 388. Cynegius often collaborated with local bishops in destroying temples throughout the Eastern Empire.252 It seems therefore likely that this book-burning law was unrelated to earlier laws on burning pamphlets in Africa. In 406, Arcadius and Honorius issued a similar law (also addressed to the PPO) ordering anyone who came into the possession of a pamphlet to “tear it in pieces immediately or burn it in flames.”253 These laws provided the legal basis required to destroy books defaming Christianity. As the contents were to be kept secret by law, this gave that authority to the finder as to which books should be destroyed and undermined the position of the book owner as they could not therefore argue against the burning by alluding to the book’s content in their defence. The Christian tenor of both these laws is implied through the use of the term “curious” to describe the reading of texts. This word was used by Christian authors polemicizing against philosophical positions antithetical or in opposition to Christianity, as we will see shortly.

Similarly, the edict of 406 refers to the content of the targeted books as a “poisonous weapon” (venenatum telum). In 407, Honorius and Theodosius II ruled that all previous laws against heretics, “pagans” and Manichaeans were still in effect.254 These apparently included the book-burning and expulsion laws. In 409, Honorius and Theodosius II ordered that:255

We decree that the mathematici be expelled not only from the city of Rome but also from all cities, unless they burn the books containing their errors under the eyes of a bishop, are willing to convert to belief in the Catholic religion, and never to return to their previous error. If they do not do this and are caught in cities in violation of the medicative prescription of our clemency or if they disseminate the secrets of their error and profession, they shall suffer the punishment of deportation.

In this source, the contents of the books ordered to be burnt are now more vaguely defined as error proprius. Just as in the law from 406, the edict is presented in metaphoric terms, describing a “medicative prescription.” A law passed in the same place (Ravenna) and year (409) placed local judges under the threat of deportation unless they enforced existing laws against Donatists, heretics, Jews and pagans.256

Unlike previous religious legislation, there is evidence that the law on burning the books of the mathematici from 409 was actively enforced. In a sermon on the Gospel of John, on a date usually given as the early fifth century,257 Augustine instructed the congregation in how to deal with discussions with pagans and specifically the counter-argument that the gospel portrayed Jesus as living under the fate:258

If he said this in the sense of the mathematici, we have committed a sacrilege in burning their books. But if we have acted rightly, as was done in the times of the apostles, it was not in their sense that the Lord said: ‘My hour has not yet come.’

Augustine linked this recent burning of books to book-burning in Ephesus in the Acts of the Apostles. It appears that Augustine and other sources mostly use the term mathematici in the meaning of astrologers. However, I shall discuss the range of possible meanings for this term in more detail in the next section.

The law of 409 was communicated to the praetorian prefect of Italy and Africa. It is therefore likely that Augustine had witnessed books burnt in Africa. According to the text, Augustine seems to imply that it was the local clergy rather than the Roman authorities who enforced book-burning. In this case, the law of 409 had permitted the clergy to do so, if necessary with support of Roman officials. While Augustine was very limited in terms of what he could do, for example, about pagan shrines on private property, these astrologers, by contrast, likely frequented public places. Moreover, throughout his early work Augustine complains about the practice of astrology and divination in Africa.259 That the mathematici are mentioned mostly in the early Confessions could indicate that the book-burnings had worked and the problem of their cultural visibility had ceased to exist later.

From a Christian standpoint, pagan oracles, astrology and divination needed to be shunned because they were connected to demons. Athanasius, for example, held the opinion that the demons were able to move so quickly that they could foretell certain events that were about to happen elsewhere. These demons, however, were keen to drag human beings into hell. Monks and ascetics (and clerics, too) were therefore instructed to fight against demons, which appeared in the shape of evil thoughts of their spirits and were often linked to dangerous animals and sexual urges. In doing so, they lived the lives of true philosophers, as soldiers of Christ. The role model for this fight was the biblical account of Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness. On the other hand, foresight into the future was morally good when it was inspired by God rather than by demons.260

The law of 409 may have been in effect earlier in the city of Rome before it was implemented further afield throughout “all cities.” Prudentius possibly alludes to expulsions of astrologers in his work Contra Symmachum:261

He [the emperor] expelled many Catilines from their homes, who were preparing neither fierce fires for houses nor daggers for the senators, but black hell to the souls and torture to the internal state of humankind. Everywhere, the enemies did linger around the temples, the halls of private houses, and they held the Roman Forum and the lofty Capitol. They were accustomed to work out treacherous deceit for the vital parts of the people, and with poison that creeps inside to pour out the disease into the silent marrow.

Both sources deploy the legal term for expulsion (pellere) and the individuals described as “enemies” and “Catilines” are associated with those places astrologers used to roam, such as temples and the forum. Catiline was a famous enemy of Cicero and a conspirator. The term is therefore a literary topos for public enemies, and we have already seen that astrologers were deemed enemies in legislation. We will see that they and other groups were also deemed enemies in Christian polemics. The contagious poison alluded to here is used by Prudentius and other Christian authors as a literary topos for suspicious texts related to astrology and heresy. We can see the same metonomy in the expression “medicative prescription” in the Codex Theodosianus. It is also well known that the first book of Prudentius’ Contra Symmachum frequently alludes to imperial religious policy. This passage stands in the general context of the Christianisation of the city of Rome and is followed by allusions to the senate being converted. Expulsions of astrologers were likely seen as a step in this development. It is also pertinent to note that the early medieval glossators of Prudentius’ text explained these enemies (hostes) as “devils” (diaboli) and “perverts” (perversi),262 common terms for pagans and heretics in Christian authors. This shows that monastic scribes were still somewhat aware of the probable meaning of this episode as they shared the same ideal.

On the other hand, it is assumed that Prudentius completed this work probably in about 402, a few years before the promulgation of the law in 409.263 However, the date is largely based on the argumentum ex silentio that one battle is not mentioned there, which is not a strong argument. The preface to Prudentius’ Cathemerinon dates from 404/5 and the manuscripts place it at the very beginning of his works, so it appears Prudentius had compiled his own magna editio in this year and wrote the preface on this occasion. Yet, it is often doubted that Prudentius had stopped writing at this time.264 This is because from Prudentius’ oeuvre, only the Cathemerinon and, less clearly, the martyr hymns of the Periste-phanon are alluded to in the preface of 404/5.265 The order of Prudentius’ magna editio is thus odd and has raised many questions in previous research.266 This magna editio may well have been compiled much later. Some scholars believe that some parts of book one of Contra Symmachum (the source for the extract quoted above) or all of it have been written earlier, namely during the final years of Theodosius.267 However, I suggest that Honorius’ introduction is in the encomiastic style as “the excellent emperor in our time”268in a passage of book one which precedes the extract quoted above. The date of final publication of the work as a whole falls into the age of Honorius. It would therefore be somewhat inappropriate to refer to a different emperor. I am in agreement with Steidle’s suggestion that the chronological inconsistencies of the depiction of religious policy in book one are the result of an idealising narrative that conceives the anti-pagan legislation of both emperors as a unified policy.269 At any rate, according to the text of the law of 409, astrologers had already been expelled from Rome before order was given to extend these expulsions to other areas. It is therefore possible that Prudentius was alluding to these earlier expulsions in Rome at a date unknown between 394 and 402, perhaps even later.

These temporal speculations become important when it is considered that it has frequently been posited that Prudentius wrote Contra Symmachum as a reaction to a senatorial pagan revival.270 The argument has largely rested on the interpretation of the term “renewed disease” (5: renovata lues) in the opening lines of book one. This could allude to Eugenius’ pagan-friendly policy in late 394, when he was temporarily accepted as emperor in Rome. However, Alan Cameron has challenged the idea of this signifying a pagan revival, arguing that Eugenius did little more than not to enforce Theodosius’ anti-pagan legislation and so to allow paganism to revive271(and it is even doubtful that Theodosius visited Italy after the battle at the Frigidus in 394272). The only occasion during which a pagan revival is attested in the ancient sources from 402 to 410 is Alaric’s first siege of Rome at the end of 408, when senators renewed sacrifices on public expense.273It is therefore pertinent that senatorial sacrifices are mentioned in the opening of book one. As this is in the context of banning sacrifices, the reference only makes sense if some senators broke this ban.274 These sacrifices can be taken as a manifestation of the “renewed disease”, mentioned just before. Perhaps this section accounts for a final revision as late as 408. Regardless of the date of Prudentius’ work, the law of 409 could therefore also be seen as a reaction to this pagan revival at the end of 408.

Moreover, it is worth having a look at laws on the burning of heretical books during this time period. The destruction of heretical and Manichaean literature is well evidenced in imperial and canon law, such as council acts, as well as Christian authors.275 There are also known testimonials regarding the destruction of texts promulgating Manichaeism from the Theodosian dynasty. As I have already established, it is also clear that Constantine ordered the writings of Arius to be burnt as heretical writings (along with those by the pagan philosopher Porphyry). However, despite this, Arianism continued to be popular until the end of Antiquity. Many emperors after Constantine were Arian. Arianism was also adopted by many non-Romans, such as the Visigoths. However, the emperors Arcadius and Honorius in 396 issued a number of laws (in Constantinople) to expel all members of the Eunomian branch of Arianism (named after the Arian bishop Eunomius of Cyzicus who had died a few years before) and to track down the authors of Eunomian books.276 Because of the death of its founder, Eunomian doctrine was at its height and had gained influence among the political elite. Both emperors further ruled in 398 that the Eunomians as well as the Montanists were to be expelled from cities. Under these laws Arian books were to be found, confiscated and burnt “under the eyes of the judges” and those who concealed them were to be executed “as a retainer of noxious books written with the crime of magic.”277 That this process was sometimes carried out is evidenced in letters written by one Consentius to Augustine which detail the case of a group of heretics and of “magic” books in the possession of a local priest discovered by a monk in Tarragona, Spain, in the early fifth century. The books and all documents related to the case were burnt.278

Several years later, Theodosius II and Valentinian III issued a law in Constantinople in 425 that ordered that false teachers were to be henceforth expelled from the cities where they taught – echoing both the law against the mathematici in 409 and the earlier cited law from 392 which forbade investigations into nature. Although the charges against them were unspecific, individuals were to be forcibly expelled if they “again attempted to do that which we prohibit and condemn.”279 The sense of continuity emerging is further supported by a law from 438, in which Theodosius II repeated some of the earlier provisions against non-Christians, notably in its barring of Jews and Samaritans from public offices and in ruling that the death penalty could be applied for those convicted of offering or conducting pagan sacrifices. In its direct linking of pagan sacrifices to natural disasters like poor harvests, Theodosius II’s law inferred that the Christian divine order was disturbed and upset by pagan cult practice.280

As it is not clear which books exactly were ordered to be burnt, I shall discuss the range of meanings of pertinent key words in the following two sections.

2.3Philosophy and Astrology

We have seen that imperial legislation included laws against astrology and divination. One pertinent law from 409 prescribed that astrologers were to burn their books. We have also seen that in two of his sermons Augustine attests that this law was enforced by the clergy in North Africa. Both Augustine and imperial legislation indicate that the Latin word for “astrologers” was mathematici. This section will therefore discuss the range of meanings of these terms and raise the question of what kind of literature could have been burnt as a consequence of this law.

When emperors of the first century did expel astrologers the Latin sources sometimes refer to these as mathematici and Cassius Dio (who wrote in the Greek language) calls them astrológoi.281 I shall argue in this section that the term mathematici became ambiguous in Late Antiquity and could refer to people other than astrologers. For example, the term was associated with philosophical traditions. The case of Domitian (81–96) in this instance is pertinent. According to classical authors, Domitian expelled philosophers from Rome and perhaps from Italy, but there is no indication that he also expelled astrologers.282 By contrast, Christian sources from the fourth century and later have Domitian expelling both mathematici and philosophers. In opposition to Cassius Dio, the eighth-century Byzantine chronographer Synkellos employed the Greek equivalent mathematikoí,283 suggesting that the terms became blurred in the Christian period.

The term mathematicus is usually translated as astrologer and in particular Mayor has shown that the commonest meaning of mathematici in the contexts of banning, punishing or expelling, is astrologer.284 On the other hand the Latin noun mathematicus has a broad range of meanings in both Christian and pagan authors and does not necessarily mean astrologer in different contexts. Compiling Latin texts up to the sixth century, the Thesaurus Linguae Latinae categorizes about a third of all instances under this broader meaning of the term. In these interpretations, a mathematicus is someone experienced in the liberal arts, a scientist rather than a scholar of the humanities in a modern understanding.285 Gellius in the second century explains that:286

The ancient Greeks called geometry, gnomonics [the science of making sun-dials], music and the other higher studies mathémata; but the common people call mathematici those who ought to be called Chaldeans on account of their ethnic name. Thereafter, equipped with these studies in science, they progressed to the investigation of the phenomena of the world and the principles of nature and eventually they were called physikoí [natural philosophers].

In this context, he says that the term mathematikoí applies to students of such fields. While Gellius’ text suggests that mathematici was a somewhat outdated term for natural philosophers, there is more evidence linking the teaching of mathematici to Epicurean traditions. In Late Antiquity, in the context of the magic trials, Ammianus attests that the understanding of the term mathematicus among common people was different from his own.287 He explains elsewhere that mathematici usually followed the view, first put forward by the pre-Socratic philosopher Democritus, that the universe is almost infinitely larger than the earth’s circumference.288 This clear statement links mathematici closely to Epicurean traditions. Jerome could have shared this view when he wrote in a Bible commentary that it is necessary to have knowledge of mathema in order to write against a mathematicus and knowledge of philosophy to argue against philosophers.289 I would argue that Jerome is alluding to Neoplatonists as philosophers and to other groups who followed Epicurean traditions (not just astrologers) as mathematici.

The Greek words máthema and mathematikós can also signify the field of general knowledge – “that which is learnt” – particularly in the field of mathematical sciences or, alternatively, astrology.290 In this way, the emperor Julian in the fourth century placed astronomy, geometry, arithmetic and music under the generic terms “science or philosophical máthema.”291 Sometimes Christian authors use the term also for biblical studies or similar Christian religious occupations, suggesting that the exact meaning depends on the context. Desanti probably extended it too far when she argued that the term mathematici in the Codex Theodosianus could refer to either heretics or pagans.292 Her argument is based mostly on a comparison of similar laws which define mathematici, superstitiones gentilium293 and other deviant groups as enemies of the Church, but the enforcement of these laws is unclear.294

In around AD 200 Sextus Empiricus wrote eleven books known as Adversus Mathematicos, representing the broad meaning of this term that comprises a broad range of scholarly groups. He explains that “astrology” (astrología) could be synonymous to the “mathematical art” (mathematiké), “which in its completeness is composed of arithmetic and geometry.”295 In imperial times, however, the Chaldeans were astrologers and wanted to be named mathematikoí.296 Sextus Empiricus regularly referred to the astrologers as Chaldaíoi, suggesting that mathematici were not necessarily astrologers.

Explicating problematic disciplines, John Chrysostom counts both Pythagoras and Plato among those “that had strayed”, authors and philosophers who had been instructed in astrology, mathematics, geometry, and arithmetic as well as in every sort of learning (paídeusis). It must of course be noted that John means that these disciplines, while not necessarily harmful in themselves, can contribute little to understanding the divine. According to John, these authors have been surpassed by the work of the apostles. In marking the boundaries between acceptable faith and unacceptable curiosity, John delineates the difference between “true philosophers” and “those who are by nature foolish and lunatic”.297 John discriminates between “our philosophy”, that is the Christian world view, and “external” or “pagan” philosophies. Part of John’s viewpoint is that prior to Christian teaching, much of the previous philosophies were motivated by attaining the vanity of fame. In rejecting this, and trampling on their conceit, reward awaits both in this life and after.298 Such views can be linked to the Christian ethos of the martyr, with its further link to acts of martyrdom and book-burning.

Augustine’s works are another example for this ambiguous meaning. He also appears aware that the term was used differently within the population.299 In a sermon, Augustine mentions the case of a mathematicus burning his books to demonstrate conversion. Augustine portrays the person to burn his books as a nominal Christian, who, seduced by the devil, had been a mathematicus for a long time. As such, he had deceived others to stray as well. This shows that he had a contagious influence on others. He is characterized further as a person attributing what is evil not to his own will but to astrological signs. The link to paganism is emphasized for the purposes of the narrative, “for if a mathematicus converts from paganism, this certainly is a great delight.”300 In this context, he mentions mathematici and non-conformist Christians as separate but deriving from the same serpent.301“They let in the devil, they drive out Christ.” Attacking pagans in a manner common to these types of polemics by suggesting that they are responsible for acts of adultery, he also explicitly links the mathematici to the Manichaeans.302 In “being deceived”, the mathematici also “deceive others, and propound fallacies to men” in the open streets and at the forum,303 both places where ancient philosophers used to proselytise. In doing so, he argued that they worship the astrological signs of “Saturn, Jupiter, Mercury, and anything else with a sacrilegious name”, while elsewhere he extended these attacks by arguing that the works of the Manichaeans and the Priscillianists should also be disposed of.304

Further in the context of this sermon, Augustine mentions the books burnt in Ephesus in the Acts of the Apostles. He refers to the people that burnt these quite generally as “school-members of such outrageous doctrines.”305 However, even after publicly burning their books, converts were still under suspicion and it was advised that they should be monitored for any suspicious behaviour:306

Look at him, know him, and in whatsoever regard he might stray, notify him to the other brothers currently not present; and this watchfulness is charity, suitable to prevent him from seducing hearts. […] It is by your testimony that we are assured of whether or not he has truly been converted to the Lord.

Peer-pressure was crucial in persuading people to dispose of, and permanently abstain from access to, forbidden books. In the City of God (written between c. 411 and 427), Augustine also noted that there was a blurred understanding that saw pagan and heretical groups labeled as carriers of ancient philosophical traditions. He mentions three broad groups of philosophers: the “Platonists”, “philosophers in general” (quicumque philosophi), and the “theurgists.” The latter were classed as miracle-workers and would be more properly described as “dabblers” or periurgi, a term derived from the Greek períerga which is used in the Acts of the Apostles in relation to the books burnt in Ephesus.307 Elsewhere in the City of God Augustine ranks mathematici alongside Stoic philosophers as far as foreknowledge is concerned with Cicero being quoted as having refuted the actuality of divination. Where both the Stoics and the mathematici claimed the power of divination, Augustine argues, only the Christian God truly has the power of foresight.308 In this context, Augustine also mentions “the famous mathematici Adrastus of Cyzicus and Dion of Naples”, individuals about whom little else is otherwise known other than they appear to have been astronomers because they described an astronomical phenomenon involving the planet Venus.309

Written perhaps in 423/4,310 Cyril of Alexandria’s treatise Contra Julianum answers the emperor Julian’s claim that Christians should not read pagan literature. In doing so, Cyril defines the range of pagan teaching called mathemata, the practitioners of which were theoretically outlawed as mathematici in the late Roman Empire. His discourse therefore gives some indication as to which texts were unlikely to have been preserved. These texts can be identified with pagan texts that would today be considered of a scientific nature that are based on methods proposed by some of the old philosophers. At the end of book five, Cyril returns to Julian’s argument that the Greeks, based on earlier research by the Babylonians, Egyptians and Phoenicians, had significantly developed the main fields of learning: astronomy, geometry, arithmetic and music.311

In support of his school reform, Julian’s aim was to show that Christians have contributed nothing to sciences like these, and that they had no interest in science and should abstain from science altogether. Cyril derives the necessity of censorship from Plato:312

I think Greek learning is vain and very useless and requires much labour for no reward. While you will probably not have faith in my words, your Plato shall be called upon for aid, my noble friend, who wrote in the fifth book of the Republic: ‘Should we count all these, then, and the other mathematikoí of this kind as well as the philosophers of the minor arts as true philosophers? No, he said, not those that are just similar to philosophers. And the true philosophers? Yes, those that are keen to contemplate the truth.’ For philosophy is not found in the assumptions and hypotheses of geometry, in musical theory or in astronomy, which is packed with physics with its change and probability. But it is about the science of the good and of truth, since these are two different paths, as it were, of the good that lead to the good. Therefore, the practice of philosophy lies not in the minor arts, which are so ridiculous, but in knowing the truth, that is what truly exists, which is God.

The reference to Plato allows Cyril to compile the practitioners of the aforementioned sciences – or the ancient liberal arts313– under the generic name of mathematici – a loaded concept as mathematici were ordered to burn their books in imperial legislation in 409. In another section of this treatise, Cyril pays special attention to those who attributed divinity to the elements of the world. In particular, he refers to the Chaldeans, who investigated the movements of the stars, something that biblical figures had detested at various occasions.314 Elsewhere, Cyril links Greek philosophy to divination.315 While the definitions essayed by Christian authors probably had little impact on public authorities, this terminological coincidence may suggest that Cyril admonished his readers not to study or preserve related pagan books.

Cyril even goes so far as to link the beginning of (pagan) mathémata, or ancient science, to original sin. The serpent that tempts Eve to eat from the forbidden tree in paradise is, he argues, the “inventor of pernicious mathémata.”316 Since this devil-serpent had promised “you shall be as gods” as a consequence of their gaining knowledge (gnósis) of good and evil, it had instilled “polytheism’s pernicious máthema” into the souls of the first men.317 This is an explanation why Christian authors of Late Antiquity use the snake and snake-poison metaphors often with regard to paganism and specifically with regard to branches of pagan learning or literature felt to be inappropriate for any Christian to be regarded as true.

Cyril did not occupy an outsider position among Christian ecclesiastical authors. For example, Theodoret of Cyrrhus also referred to Plato in order to show that “true” philosophers are different from practitioners of ancient sciences, arguing that this is because they deal only with partial knowledge. He too generically calls them mathematikoí and “philosophers of the minor arts” of geometry, music and astronomy.318 Fifth-century Christian authors seem to have used this understanding of mathematici as a literary and rhetorical strategy to attack paganism and (like Augustine and Prudentius) they were probably aware of imperial censorship legislation regarding mathematici.

The wide-ranging nature of these pronouncements and their tendency to conflate groups suggest that it is possible that philosophical treatises were occasionally destroyed as a consequence of the law of 409 or similar censorship laws – even if the exact contents of these books remain obscure to us. It is the existence of laws and edicts such as this, positions that actively advocate and encourage censorship, which suggests that philosophical texts that were seen as opposing Christianity were unlikely to have been copied or actively preserved and may well have been destroyed instead. On balance, while the law of 409 primarily targeted astrology as a harmful art, the understanding of the term mathematici was not clear-cut and a number of contemporary authors link this term to literary and philosophical traditions other than astrology. It is therefore possible that the Christian authors labelled the charge of illegal astrology on individuals that publicly professed a view of the universe that was seen as inconsistent with the biblical view and therefore assigned to a demonical counter-world. It is also possible that some itinerant philosophers made their living from offering astrological advice and that these too were affected by the law, especially since the law seems to have been enforced by the clergy rather than by the public authorities, as I shall also argue in the next chapter. In this case the astrological interpretation was blurred with the view that the movements of celestial bodies occurred without divine providence and could therefore be exploited to predict future events. In the following chapters I shall further discuss the question of which books the clerics and ascetics wished to get rid of. In the next section, I shall put the metaphors of curiosity and illness within the Codex Theodosianus into the context of the contemporary Christian polemical discourse.

2.4Curiosity and Illness

This section shall discuss two key themes that appear both in imperial legislation and in contemporary Christian treatises from the late fourth and early fifth century: curiosity and illness. As noted in the introduction to this chapter, scholars have already established that the language of imperial legislation was often similar to that of Christian authors. This is because the clergy was sometimes involved in drafting religious legislation. My argument is that the impact of this could go either way. Clerics negotiated the language of Christian legislation and this in turn meant that the exact contents of books banned in legislation was open to interpretation if clerics and ascetics enforced these laws.

It is therefore pertinent that the concept of curiosity is linked to unlawful books and divination in imperial legislation.319 I shall discuss in greater depth how Christian authors of Late Antiquity used this term specifically in regard to unwanted, heretical views put forward by ancient philosophers, arguing that this theme and others, while often based on ancient precedents, were among the rhetorical devices with which Christian authors intended to imply the superiority of Christianity as well as the death of memory of outdated philosophical opinions that contradicted Christianity. Christian authors employed this language in order to question the worthiness of texts that they disagreed with.

In the Latin language, the term curiositas is first attested in Cicero according to whom curiositas means greed for novelty.320 Classical authors use the terms “curiosity” (curiositas/periergía) or “curious” neutrally, although there is occasionally a negative undertone involved in their use of curiosity, indicating that curiosity can mean immoderate thirst for knowledge, for example, with regard to research into the movements of the stars.321 For Plutarch, curiosity is not negative as long as one is curious to learn the right things, such as inquiries into nature rather than gossip.322 By contrast, for early Christian authors curiosity has a negative connotation as it is separated from the knowledge of the gospels and often connected with the occult arts.323 This means that while the act of gaining knowledge is not necessarily morally wrong, any greedy attitude in gaining knowledge is morally wrong.

Augustine links inquiries into natural philosophy to illegitimate curiosity. Thus, for example, in his letter to Dioscorus he notes that in asking his questions on Ciceronian philosophy Dioscorus is “uselessly curious […] veiled and clothed in the name of the liberal arts.”324 Thus Augustine was willing to reply only “to cut off”, “to quench and bring to a stop”, “to heal” him from, and “to break off”, such curiosity.325 Suggesting that Dioscorus was curious because he had read so many dialogues by philosophers, Augustine alludes to a literary topos used by Christian authors, namely that many ancient philosophers published sinfully for literary fame. He considered it similarly shameful for Dioscorus to ask Ciceronian questions in order to show off his knowledge to others.326 Acquaintance with these studies, for the purpose of showing off this knowledge “has a swelling under which putrefaction also grows.”327 This shows that Augustine treated Dioscorus like an ill person. Dioscorus was apparently ill because of his curious state of mind. He was ill as he was swelled with pride.

It has been argued that Augustine’s concept of curiositas, especially in his Confessions, is based on the second-century Latin novel Metamorphoses by Apuleius. While for Apuleius curiositas is the attempt to understand the secrets of the universe through magic, in the works of Augustine curiositas appears to be any effort to understand the divine other than through the Judaeo-Christian tradition. This means that learning is only valuable when it leads to the knowledge of God.328

John Chrysostom likewise suggested that it is curious to try to learn things beyond the message of the gospels. Thus, the interest in historical knowledge and research pursued by Jews and Greeks, peoples who enumerate their gods, displays a curiosity that John argues is incommensurable with Christian faith:329

For where there is faith, there is no need for investigation. Where there is no need for curiosity, what need is there for investigation? Investigation is the destruction of faith. For he that investigates has not yet found. He who investigates cannot believe. Paul therefore advises us not to engage with investigations, since if we investigate, it is not faith; for faith puts an end to reason.

Linking curiosity to illness, John continues to suggest that Greek doctrines are madness and folly because they are based on human disputes, doubts, and conclusions, whereas Christian doctrines are true wisdom because they are the word of God. He criticises a Greek pedagogy based on debate and discussions, arguing that obedience to the teacher is all. Because of their willingness to debate, the destructive doctrines (of ancient philosophy) needed to be excluded.330

Throughout his corpus of works, Cyril of Alexandria also repeatedly argues that curiosity is aligned with philosophical opinions that contradict the Bible, specifically on the subject of creation. For example, he describes research into the stars, the universe and the elements as “curious.”331 Moreover, he makes a virtue of Moses apparently refraining from enquiring into “things too curious”, such as “natural philosophy”, “the first causes” and the “elements”.332 Here, as elsewhere, Cyril roughly employs the same term for scientific curiosity as the Acts of the Apostles do for the “curious arts” (períerga) in the book-burning scene in Ephesus, as we will see in the following chapter. Rather, Moses dissuaded those who were ignorant or who had been deceived by error from worshipping that which had been created (such as heaven) instead of the creator.333 Cyril’s attitude towards pagan philosophy here is twofold: on the one hand, he considers the opinions of those after Moses “who did curious research” to be stupidities that do not hold up to scrutiny;334 on the other, he endorses Plato on the subject of creation, specifically the idea that everything originated from one god, something that had thus even been handed down in the writings of the “teachers of superstition”.335 Building on classical precedents but taking its meaning further, Christian ecclesiastical authors aligned unwanted curiosity with philosophical opinions that contradicted the Bible.

The motif of curiosity leads us to another favourite polemical motif by Christian authors: to present pagan philosophy as illness. For example, within the series of sermons on the Letter to the Corinthians, in one sermon John meditates on the biblical line “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the intelligence of the intelligent I will reject.”336 Following the example of Paul, he argues that pagans suffer from a (mental) disease in their souls that requires treatment and suggests that they need to be drawn over to salvation by the medicine of compassion, even though he notes that these ill persons may be disgusted at such medicine.337

Compounding this with John’s view on curiosity, it appears that curiosity itself was presented as disease that required treatment. We have seen this link in Augustine’s letter to Dioscorus. John also attacks philosophical theories using words such as “devilish hatred”, “full of abomination” (if stripped off their rhetoric), “blasphemy” and “the snare of the devil.” Pythagoras’ defining the universe as consisting of numbers, for example, is compared to uncovered sepulchres “full of corruption, and stench, and rotten bones.”338 This compares to Lactantius’ view that the body of philosophy has perished because it became ill with conflicting opinions.339

Medical metaphors repeatedly occur in regard to pagans and heretics both in Christian authors and in imperial legislation. Zuccotti has therefore argued that imperial legislation justified the punishment of pagans and heretics because it regarded these individuals as mentally ill and that the medical discourse of Christian apologetic-polemical authors informed the language of the Codex Theodosianus.340 I shall now discuss a few examples in order to outline the specific scope of this polemical metaphor.

Some polemical works, such as Epiphanius’ Panárion (“Medicine Chest”) and Theodoret’s Treatment of Greek Diseases, contain medical metaphors in their titles. Theodoret of Cyrrhus’ work aims to heal pagans, applying the medicine of the Gospel and harmonising philosophical views with its message.341 For example, Theodoret compares pagan literature and philosophy to poison, but also to an antidote as a cure for pagans: “some parts we leave behind as poison; other parts we equip with the knowledge of our teaching and offer you these as an antidote treatment.”342 Pagan philosophy can therefore work both ways, as a dangerous drug or an aid to salvation, depending on the content.

Medical metaphors are occasionally linked to book-burning. In these cases, book-burning acts as a cure for the disease. Thus, in one of Prudentius’ martyr poems, the penitent magician-philosopher Cyprian of Antioch purifies himself from the snake’s poison, an allusion to his burning of the pagan books previously in his possession.343

Augustine’s City of God also contains a number of medical metaphors.344 For example, summarising the content of his first five books, Augustine compares his task of persuading pagans of the Christian truth to that of a physician who attempts to cure sick people, albeit not always successfully:345

It is considered to be the glory of vanity to comply with no amount of force of the truth, certainly to his destruction who is dominated by such a disastrous vice. For even despite all the industry of the physician who tries to heal him, the disease is incurable, not because of his fault, but because of the stubbornness of the sick person.

We can surmise that Augustine was concerned primarily about the health of the soul and its fate in the afterlife. We have already seen that he identified the sin of pride, caused by belief in philosophical world views contrary to Christianity, as the reason for tumours. While Augustine is alluding to conversion, this metaphor may underline the significance of voluntary book-burning as a cure in contexts of conversion. The books rather than the body are doomed to burn, while the burnt book does not spread any contagious poison.

Moreover, some Christian authors associate the book with the human body that can be affected by disease. One example is Prudentius, a Christian poet of the early fifth century. In the final battle scene of the Psychomachia the allegory of Heresy is shown to be torn to pieces and thrown to “the greedy ravens, or cast into the foul, stinking sewers.”346 There is a sense of retaliation in this scene: Heresy is torn apart because she had torn apart the unity of faith. This death scene has many literary precursors, the most pertinent of which in this context is Lactantius’ picture of the corpus of philosophy perishing because of the discord of various schools.347 These metaphors originate from the close association of the work and its author in Antiquity. The famous Latin poet Ovid, for example, often identified himself with his own books that he sent to Rome from his exile at the Black Sea. Lucian, a Greek-speaking satirist of the second century, wrote that a pagan priest publicly burnt a book by Epicurus “as if he burnt the author himself.”348 In this instance the burnt book represents the dead author and is burnt instead of its author.

Underpinning this is the fact that the Latin word corpus can mean either the human body or a body/corpus of literature. This ambiguous meaning can be found in one of Prudentius’ martyr-poems, situated during the Great Persecution (in 303), when Roman authorities burnt Christian books. In his account, Prudentius is borrowing from, and alluding to, Martyr Act scenes in which the burning of Christian scripture is miraculously halted by rain and divinely punished.349

About to burn the body of the martyr alive, the torturer accuses the martyr Romanus as a magician (magus).350 A common charge for book offences, in this context the torturer is scared that “the still extant body/corpus” (as in corpus of literature) will grow again after its neck is cut off, just like the Hydra’s, a water-snake with multiple heads and a representation of the devil. The torturer thus wants the Hydra as many deaths as she has single members and he wishes a very Hercules was present, one “accustomed to burning a hydra’s wounds” in order to prevent it from “renewing itself by the losses that impair this corpus.”351 Alluding to the self-renewing snake hair of Medusa, this metaphor is an inversion of the rhetoric that describes the whole corpus of heresy threatening the unity of the Church like a serpent because of its multiple, disagreeing opinions.

In sum, both imperial legislation and Christian authors such as Augustine and Prudentius shared the belief that unlawful books contained demons that were keen on spreading mental diseases. It is thus logical that the act of banning or burning these books was viewed as a cure in the different late antique sources that I have discussed so far. We will see these metaphors occurring frequently in similar contexts throughout the following centuries.

2.5Rutilius Namatianus and the Burning of the Sibylline Books

Even with this suggestion of an increasing sense of an official position, except for the explicit testimonials of Augustine there is little direct evidence that Roman authorities actively destroyed books under the Theodosian dynasty, despite its introduction of harsh legislation on the issue of heretical and astrological books. An interesting exception to this general point is the case of the pagan poet Rutilius Namatianus.

In 410, the city of Rome was taken by the Visigoths. Just a few years later, Rutilius Namatianus wrote the last piece of pagan poetry extant from the Latin literature which survives to this day – although its journey down to us is convoluted and fragmentary. Its history can be described thus: a retired urban prefect, Rutilius describes his journey in 417 from Rome to his estates in Gaul. Fragments of this poem (De reditu suo) – book one without the prooemium and 68 full verses from book two – survived in Renaissance copies of an eighth-century manuscript. After its discovery in the monastery of Bobbio in the late-fifteenth century, this manuscript, which also contained the Epigrammata Bobiensia, a text of pagan character, later disappeared. A modern find of a further thirty-nine fragmentary lines of book two was first published by Ferrari in 1973. In the academic engagements with these texts, Alan Cameron has challenged the pagan character of the poem because in the rediscovered lines Rutilius shows his support for the Christian patrician and later emperor Constantius III.352 But Cameron agrees with the scholastic consensus that Rutilius was probably a pagan. I think Rutilius’ paganism emerges from the pagan character of his poem. His wish, for example, that springs and trees could talk can be seen as a veiled jibe at Christianity and its polemicists, who had derided philosophers who had posited the possibility of this.353 Rutilius’ line “The conquered nation [Jews] oppresses the conquerors”354 alludes to the poet Horace’s well known Graecia capta ferum victorem cepit et artes | intulit agresti Latio (Ep. 2.1.156–7). The point it suggests is that just as Greek culture dominated Rome after it conquered Greece, so the Judaeo-Christian tradition had come to dominate the Roman Empire after Titus had conquered Judaea. Rutilius could be right in suggesting that the most important and influential scholars were now Christians. I would not agree here with Alan Cameron who argues against the common interpretation that Rutilius had in mind the Judaeo-Christian tradition but was thinking only of Jews but not of Christians.355 It is difficult to see a dominant (cultural) role for Judaism in the early fifth century. Rather, I think Rutilius was alluding to the view of early imperial authors that Christianity was a Jewish sect.

Moreover, his fear that his digression on the burning of the Sibylline books could be perceived as “garrulous”356 can be read as an allusion to Christian authors who described pagan philosophers as garrulous people and babblers – a common derogatory term for philosophers.357 The poem also casts monks in a negative light, suggesting that they are inimical to humankind.358 It even suggests his fear of encountering monks as he depicts his journey as being in the seas alongside the Italian coast. This avoids the land route because of the Gothic invaders, their “fire and sword” (1.40) but he notes that he is also careful to avoid travelling near the islands where monks lived (1.517).

Rutilius’ fragment ends with Stilicho burning the Sibylline books on the eve of the fall of Rome in 410.359 Rutilius considers this act to be the ultimate treachery, committed by a Roman leader before the Goths captured the city. While Alan Cameron’s contention that these were uncanonical Sybilline books can hardly be challenged or proven,360it is unlikely that Rutilius would be disturbed about their destruction if the books were completely meaningless to him. On the contrary, Rutilius shared the view put forward in the early imperial period that educated people needed to despise book-burning.361 Yet besides book burning, there were other ways of punishing pagan intellectuals, as we will see in the next section.

2.6Magic and Hellenist Trials in the Fifth Century

Alongside the attested cases for book-burning there exist some known examples of pagans facing sanctions for producing religiously offensive literature and poetry. The line between what constituted offensive and non-offensive poetry is difficult to ascertain. This is because of the transitional nature of a period when people continued to write poetry that was influenced by and at times directly imitated the form and content used by classical poets. Although much of early Byzantine poetry is of encomiastic nature, praising the emperor, much Christian poetry in the East continued to incorporate mythological themes.362 This did not tend to be seen as religiously offensive at the time, but occasionally pagan poets (who were often now Neoplatonic philosophers) became involved in treason trials.Watts mapped the history of late antique Neoplatonic philosophers in Athens and Alexandria, tracing their eventual demise in Christian society.363 Continuing Watts’ argument, I shall argue that state authorities displayed little interest in burning books authored by pagan philosophers or poetical works containing pagan material in the context of treason/Hellenist trials during the fifth and early sixth centuries.

It has been established that Neoplatonism was the dominant branch of pagan philosophy in Late Antiquity. And despite some Neoplatonists having attacked Christianity in writing, most Christian authors were appreciative of the teachings of Plato. There were many similarities between both groups, not least the degree to which both groups were opposed to materialist philosophy, especially its Epicurean manifestations.364 Nevertheless, while there is clear evidence that Christians and pagans were instructed by Neoplatonic philosophers in the East, there are also examples of Neoplatonists falling foul of the authorities. For example, Cyrus of Panopolis, city prefect of Constantinople, whom Malalas named a (Neoplatonic) philosopher, aroused the jealousy of emperor Theodosius’ II (408–450) because he had earned the favour of the population through a lavish building-program. He “was charged with being a Hellene”, lost his property and office and was sent to Phrygia as bishop of Kotyaion – a place where the people there had murdered four bishops (he personally survived this fate, though).365

Another example is Pamprepius (440 –484), described as “the last pagan poet known.”366 His existence is attested in a lengthy article of Suidas and can be summarised thus: Originally from Thebes, he became a grammarian in Athens, studied philosophy at the Neoplatonist Proclus, and practiced poetry. After becoming involved in a scandal, he went to Constantinople where he became an associate of the powerful Illus, magister militum per orientem, before being exiled because it was suggested that he possessed “secret wisdom” (divination). In Isauria he was accused both of “his religion and that he used magic and consulted an oracle for Illus against the emperor”, resulting in his expulsion from there. On his eventual return to Constantinople, he was once more accused of possessing “some secret foreknowledge.”367 With Illus, he eventually participated in a revolt of pagan intellectuals against the emperor Zeno in c. 483/4.

Similarly, in 490 Pelagius, silentiarius, patrician, and an author who also composed a history from the times of Augustus as well as poetry, was sentenced to death and executed by the emperor Zeno.368 The emperor had been informed by Maurianus that a silentiarius would succeed him. Fearing the implicit threat of this information, Zeno singled out Pelagius as the most likely danger and had him strangled, although there is some disagreement in the Byzantine sources as to the exact nature of the charge that was actually brought.369 The sixth-century chronicler John Malalas mentions prophecy, but in the eleventh century Georgios Kedrenos suggests that Pelagius had made use of liberty of speech to criticise the emperor while in the twelfth century Zonaras reports that Pelagius had been accused as a “Hellene.”370

In all of the examples given above, the people involved in what were essentially treason trials conducted on the grounds of the accused Hellenist influences and philosophies all occupied high positions. The contexts suggest that the charges of paganism offered a convenient pretext for getting rid of unwanted people. Based on their contact with or production of suspicious texts, it is similar to the way that Roman senators of the first century AD were often charged with treason – although an obvious difference between both periods of time is that paganism (particularly when associated with prophecy) could now constitute a treason charge.

The only case known of book-burning among Neoplatonic philosophers is that of Marinus, a Jewish Samaritan who converted to paganism.371 He seriously deviated from the tenets of mainstream Neoplatonism. During his tenure as Assistant Teacher at the Academy of Athens, he taught Aristotelian philosophy, geometry and mathematics and many of his writings on these subjects, as well as his commentaries on Euclid’s Data, appear to antedate the period when Marinus succeeded Proclus as head of the Academy. This may be because it was inappropriate for him to teach these subjects as the head of school. At any rate, their content brought him trouble, and it is known that he personally burnt the manuscript of his commentary on Plato’s Philebos before publication, fearing the resistance of those who taught pure Platonism, such as Proclus and Isidore.372 It appears that he would have burnt his commentary on Plato’s Parmenides also, had it not already been published. The latter proposed from a Peripatetic standpoint (following the school of Aristotle) that Plato had written about ideas rather than gods.373 It may well be that these contentious ideas impacted on his tenure as a teacher. Rather than enduring for the usual lifetime period, he was forced to abdicate and take refuge in Epidaurus after heavy criticism from Isidore and his purist Platonic party of his “Hellenist” background and a riot against him from the Christian population of Athens.374

Marinus’ case is known from the Life of Isidore, written by Damascius, a mainstream Neoplatonist and the last school-head of the Neoplatonic Academy of Athens from 515 until the academy was closed in 529. His work has largely survived only in secondary references, such as those in Suidas and Photius. Even although they have allowed the piece to be reconstructed, in outlining the academy’s history from the late fourth century onwards the majority of the extant fragments have been rewritten and remodelled to such an extent that it is difficult to get a sense of its original style.375 It is therefore difficult to fully reconstruct the history of the Neoplatonic Academy. What is clear, however, is that while Marinus as a pagan certainly suffered from the religious struggles of this time period his decision to burn his autograph was a voluntary one, albeit an action taken to avoid conflict with his religious and intellectual peer group. Compounding this decision and undoubtedly influencing it was the reality that the charge of Hellenism, with its links to the illegitimate practice of divination, could be applied to Neoplatonists if their teachings or acts were harmful to the emperor or seriously disagreed with the Christian world view. This indicates that educated people became less likely to preserve, copy or distribute texts of this kind because they could potentially be involved in a trial. When individuals had to fear legal charges that could best be proven through any problematic books they owned, then this could act as a stronger deterrent than outright book-burning.

2.7Codex Justinianus

We have seen that imperial legislation compiled in the Codex Theodosianus included laws against heretical, magical and astrological books as well as anti-Christian treatises and often ordered their destruction. Compiled between 529 and 534, the Codex Justinianus is a collection of imperial law after the Codex The-odosianus. Its jurisdiction was valid across the Byzantine Empire (including the reconquered regions in the West) and it still influences modern international law. Justinian strongly believed in orthodoxy. I shall argue that enforcement of censorship legislation by state authorities is better attested for the age of Justinian (527–565) than for the Constantinian and Theodosian dynasties.

Justinian was the first emperor to explicitly bar all pagans from teaching, and it is worth quoting in full the first law against pagan teachers from 529:376

Concerning all the other heresies (we call heresies those who think and worship differently from the catholic, apostolic church and the orthodox faith) we wish that the law once enacted by us and by our father of blessed memory to be in force. In this law are prescribed the appropriate measures not only concerning them but also concerning the Samaritans and pagans, namely that those affected by such a disease shall not be in the military service or enjoy any position of rank. They shall not under the disguise of a teacher of any discipline divert the minds of the simple to their own error, and in this manner render them more indifferent toward the true and pure faith of the orthodox, but we permit only those to teach and receive public salary who are of the orthodox faith.

The consequences for pagan teachers were primarily a loss of status and earning power, but it did not mean that pagans willing to accept those consequences were allowed to carry on teaching. The law instead outlaws pagan teaching altogether. A related section of the Codex Justinianus contains a similar ban of pagan teachers, dating perhaps to 531:377

Moreover, we forbid the teaching of any doctrine by those who suffer from the madness of the unholy pagans, so that they may not in this way pretend to teach those resorting to them in a pitiful manner, while in fact they corrupt the souls of their students, pretending to actually educate them. They shall not receive any municipal salary and they shall not have the freedom to claim anything of this kind according to a rescript or pragmatic sanction.

This passage contains a number of medical metaphors, indicating that pagan teaching was seen as an infectious disease. Noethlichs has argued that the ban pertained to the pagan confession of the teacher rather than to the use of pagan texts in classes.378 However, while it is indeed likely that certain classical texts continued to be studied, it seems clear that from this point on teaching subversive (pagan) texts was officially seen as suspicious activity. Moreover, these laws were indeed enforced. The historians Procopius and the pagan Zosimus claim that teachers and physicians under Justinian lost their means of living, although it is interesting that they do not distinguish between pagans and Christians.379

These two laws have often been linked to Justinian closing the Neoplatonic academy of Athens in 529.380 In the same year Benedict founded the monastery of Monte Cassino in Italy. The apparent close relation of the two events have led some scholars to position 529 as the symbolic, if not literal, end of Antiquity. By contrast, Alan Cameron positions the academy’s closing as being of relatively little cultural importance, arguing that it represents the natural end of a long period of slow decline.381 There remains a question about the implementation of the teacher law and a corollary question as to whether it was solely limited to Athens. This is largely based on Malalas’ report that Justinian banned philosophy, astronomy and dice playing in 529 specifically in Athens. While I will return to Malalas as a source in the following chapter, in the immediate context I would argue that Watts is correct to propose that the teacher law was an “omnibus anti-pagan law” rather than one limited to a certain area. It is also more accurate to note that Malalas’ account is not directly related,382 although both the law and the closing of the academy are manifestly part of Justinian’s general religious policy.383

The Pragmatic Sanction from Italy in 554 confirms this view, attesting that the law against pagan teachers was valid empire-wide. This Pragmatic Sanction legally underpinned Byzantine rule in Italy after Justininan had just restored Italy from Gothic dominion. The relevant section noted that grammarians, rhetoricians, physicians and jurists were to receive annona, which is the Latin equivalent to the Greek term for “municipal salary” in the teacher law from 531. This law from 531, as we have seen, regulated that the provisions in any Pragmatic Sanction were to be restricted to orthodox teachers. The Pragmatic Sanction of 554 also notes that public annona was to be spent in the same way throughout Justinian’s empire.384 While the provision also mentions that the Gothic king Theoderic (d. 526) in Italy had spent annona, there is no evidence that this expensure was restricted to orthodox confession in Italy under Gothic rule. The impact of this legislation was potentially massive. As I will illustrate in Chapter 7, hardly any classical text is attested to have been copied in Italy during the two centuries that follow it.

Other laws in the Codex Justinianus repeated previous bans on pagan practices, primarily the practices of magic and divination, although they were somewhat vaguely defined. For example, property was to be confiscated if the owner allowed others there to “examine those things which have been frequently forbidden to persons attached to the pagan superstition.” The status of the individual defined the severity of the punishment.385 This law dates from the shared reign of the Byzantine emperor Leo and his Western colleague, Anthemius (467– 472), and appears to have been in effect in both parts of the empire. There is archaeological evidence, for example, to suggest that such confiscations actually happened in early sixth-century Athens.386 Justinian also ruled that unbaptised people were to undergo religious education “along with their spouses, children and all persons in their household” and to “reject their previous error entirely.”387 This compulsory education was to be based on teaching Scripture and it is likely that it allowed for the monitoring of individuals’ reading interests.388

In the legal terminology, the boundaries between paganism and heresy had largely become interchangeable. The Codex Justinianus repeated Theodosius’ legal definition of a person deviating from the Catholic religion as heretical from 379 but also added a general ban on the teaching of any profane tenets (profana praecepta).389 We will see that state authorities in the age of Justinian actively sought books on pagan as well as non-conformist Christian topics.

The Codex Justinianus included a law given by the emperor Marcian in the year after the council of Chalcedon in 451. This law shows that the legal definition of heresy was open to interpretation. Marcian in Constantinople ordered that public discussions of the Christian faith were to be punished according to the social status of the offender in order to prevent people from engaging in religious discussions with pagans.390

Alongside these prescriptions, it is worth investigating which books were ordered to be burnt in the Codex Justinianus. In 455 Marcian again issued a law forbidding:391

anyone either to dictate or to write, publish or distribute anything against the holy Synod of Chalcedon, or to produce the writings of others on this subject. No one shall dare to have books of this kind, or preserve the sacrilegious memorials of writers, and if they are convicted of such crimes, they shall be condemned to perpetual deportation.

The preceding clause mentions the followers of Eutyches and Apollinaris as the authors of such tenets, but that the book ban is not restricted to these groups is outlined in the succeeding provision: “All papers of this kind, and all books which contain the pernicious dogmas of Eutyches and Apollinaris, shall be committed to the flames.”392 These Monophysite authors had argued that Jesus had only one nature rather than a dual human and divine nature. But although Monophysite writings were the primary target, the wording encompasses any writing that is not in accordance with the Christian doctrine in its latest valid interpretation.393 Provincial governors, their staff and the defensores of the cities – which I will later show conducting searches for magic books among pagans – were charged with putting these laws into effect.394 The emperor Justinian in the sixth century ordered that anyone who copied Monophysite writings was to lose his writing hand.395 But it is unknown whether these laws were enforced.

As earlier intimated, the Manichaeans also counted among heretics.396 The Codex Justinianus includes a law issued by Theodosius II and Valentinian III in 448: “Books in any way related to the ungodly error of the Manichaeans” were to be burnt and owners of such books to be punished.397 Justinian had Manichaeism persecuted, resulting in its extinction in Byzantium. However, some writings were transmitted in medieval China.398 An early section of the Codex Justinianus repeated the laws, first ordained by Theodosius II in 448, to burn the writing of Nestorius and Porphyry.399 Some manuscripts have the addition: “whoever wrote against the Christian religion”,40093perhaps an interpolation from the age of Justinian.401

Similarly, the Nomokanon of Fourteen Titles (early seventh century), formerly attributed to Photius, provides a list of canon and imperial laws that deal expressly with the concealing of heretical books, a crime that was to be punished by expulsion. The collection indiscriminately ranks “writings against Christianity” alongside books of mathematici, books authored by non-conformist Christians, and Manichaean and “magic” books. If the “magic” books had been inherited, a judge could sentence their destruction (12.3).402 These laws are listed alongside legislation dealing with the destruction of idols, temples and sacred trees. The original law in Justinian’s Digest specifies these as “books of prohibited content, perhaps magical or similar to such” rather than as magic books, thus leaving the judge to decide what was in the interest of orthodoxy.403

In sum, in many of the aforementioned laws there is a terminological grey area between heretical and pagan and magical texts. The term “heretical” applied to any material, either pagan or Christian, that opposed the Christian world view. The term “magical” was similarly open to interpretation. This shows that, on one hand, censorship laws built on earlier precedents of Roman law, while on the other they provided a flexible interpretation of the question of which books were considered to be unlawful. In the next section we will see that this applies similarly to the enforcement of book-burning in this time period, illustrating the different kinds of text regarded as unlawful.

2.8Religious Inquisitions in the Age of Justinian

Having established that these laws were promulgated, the question is to what degree were the relatively harsh book-laws of the Codex Justinianus actually enforced? Along with other sources, the anonymous Life of Simeon Stylites the Younger (521–592) provides us with evidence that the state authorities rigorously destroyed books in the age of Justinian. Alongside the destruction of cult statues and pagan artwork, they also destroyed non-conformist Christian books, magical and astrological books, and a range of pagan books – as part of a violent spectacle.404 The text dates from the age of the emperor Justinian, in which book-burning is attested for comparatively often, but as it has not hitherto been translated into English I shall therefore provide extended quotations in analyzing the evidence it provides us. Especially during the age of Justinian a number of hagiographical texts exist which are historically inaccurate. I shall therefore compare the pertinent narrative of this text with parallel evidence, arguing that its narrative of book-burning indicates first-hand knowledge.

Simeon was a pillar saint near Antioch. As well as his miracles, the author of his Life reports of the persecutions carried out under Justinian. The text rarely refers directly to pagans or heretics as such, but instead makes use of different polemical terms. The people who suffered persecution are first introduced as “certain infidels from the city of Antioch” who were not willing to admit Christian doctrines. Among these were some who believed in astrology, others in fate, and others in Manichaeism. The text depicts them as sharing in common that “they are blasphemous because of their being carried away, in the vanity of their spirit, by the folly of their satanic error.”405 It is likely that the author of this text used polemical terms because he was suspicious of Antioch’s upper strata of society. The text therefore illustrates the social tensions of that time.

The account of the persecution is preceded by a depiction of an instance of miracle-healing, indicating that the suppression of harmful ideas was seen as a medical cure. In this, an artisan in Antioch was cured of a lung disease following Simeon’s prayers and erected an image for Simeon in a public place. Subsequently, it accounts that “certain persons among the infidels” instigated others to smash the image to the ground: “They were thinking they had found the occasion to oppose and to harass the saint because he had repeatedly refuted the erroneous belief of the pagans who were found among them.”406 By chance the Spirit of God descended to a prostitute who exclaimed that such reproaches against Simeon will not go unpunished (158–9). Having heard the news, Simeon is shown as praying to God:407

Make a man rise over the heads of these infidels, destined to batter all the opinions they profess, in order to set the example, namely of those who have put their hope not in you but in the abundance of their riches, which cause their minds to stray into the practice of idolatry [idol worship], for they consider gold as their god.

The content and thrust of the prayer implies that paganism remained common in the upper echelons of society. The account goes on to state that Simeon, informed by the Holy Spirit, has foreseen that:408

in Constantinople, in the palace of the emperor, there was a man invested with power, on whom had been conferred, under the action of the Spirit, a force great and strong in the government of the east, surpassing the authority of those who had been in charge before him.

It was the mission of this chief “to flog people until they die to terrify all human creatures.”409 Based on this knowledge, Simeon explains that:410

a terrible chief will arrive to condemn the impiety and basement of the atheists, and he will bring death to many of them through the direst castigation. […] The idols in possession of these people will be searched out and brought into the public to be ridiculed. (160)

The narrative then states that just four months later, the prediction was fulfilled:411

After the saint [Simeon] had predicted all this, the chief, Amantius by name, arrived three months later, having put to death a high number of culprits searched out by him on his way, before he entered the city of Antioch, so that all people were terrified by his presence. For everywhere did he reprimand all misdeeds, from spoken word to deed, castigating almost to death all those who had strayed, to such an extent that henceforward even those whose conduct had been beyond reproach feared his presence. For he did away with every controversy, injustice, violence, and every infamous action, as much as he could in the entire East. After all this had happened, God approached his servant showing him also another vision, which he reported to us in this way: ‘A decision has been made by God against the pagans and the heterodox that this chief shall search out the error concerning idolatry, to collect all their books and to burn these in the fire.’ After Simeon had anticipated and announced the events, zeal for God overcame the chief, and after having conducted an inquisition, he found that the majority of the first citizens of the city and many of its inhabitants had been involved in paganism, Manichaeism, astrology, automatism [= Epicureanism]412, and other gruesome heresies. These he had detained, thrown in prison, and having brought together all of their books, which were a great many, he had these burnt in the middle of the stadium. He also had their idols along with the gruesome vessels collected and hung up in all the streets of the city, and their riches were wasted through many fines.

This passage links “idols” to books. It is clear that the purpose of this section is to demonstrate that both of Simeon’s visions came true. In his first vision, the Spirit had supplied Simeon with the knowledge that “the idols in possession of these atheists will be searched out.” In the second vision, again caused by the Spirit, the searches were conducted in order “to collect all their books.” To the author, the violent spectacle included the destruction of both cult statues and forbidden books. The public character of the book-burning, which took place in the stadium, as well as the exhibition of cult statues indicate that the inquisitors were not only interested in stopping the circulation of the material in question, but also in performing a ritual spectacle designed to instill fear in the population. The fines may have been particularly effective.

A second key point of this passage is that it presents a cohesive, culturally dominant Christian world view as a result of book-burning. In Simeon’s visions God continued to refute the pagans because more people were miraculously healed following the destruction of books (162). The author of the text thus apparently regarded book-burning as an effective tool to destroy the infectious demons contained in these books. Simeon further explains that those who were temporarily imprisoned during the persecution were interrogated by Amantius in a religious tribunal. In the rhetoric of the Life, below Amantius’ chair there was what seemed like a firmament, the fundament of which was made up by the sun, the moon, and the stars, all of which were controlled by the Spirit who had the power to make them shine or disappear (164). This vision shows that, to the author, the books were burnt to silence scientific approaches by superseding them with a model that put the stars and the planets under the power of the Holy Spirit, thus excluding the natural laws posited by natural philosophies. This is suggested because the genre of “automatism” (a Christian label with which to refer to self-movement of the universe, particularly as taught by Epicurean texts) was targeted among others in the book searches. This scene indicates that the author celebrated the destruction of texts as reversing the world order.

Although the author of the Life might not have been well informed on the contents of the destroyed books, his list of “paganism, Manichaeism, astrology, automatism, and other gruesome heresies” reflects the range of literary contents that were strongly disapproved of in sixth-century monastic communities. It is also apparent that the anonymous author of the Life assumed that such books were still in circulation, however limited. Evidence supports this as Epicureans (or “Automatists”) are still attested in the city of Harran (the ancient Carrhae) near Antioch for the eighth century, if we can trust Theophanes here.413 The region was Islamic then, and Harran soon became a centre for the mathematical sciences in the Islamic world. To be sure, neither source refers to actual Epicurean philosophers. Rather, the authors labelled contemporary pagan or heretical groups as “automatists”, probably alluding to philosophical traditions associated with the old philosophers. At any rate, it is clear that both authors associated these groups with the heretical opinion that the universe moves automatically rather than governed by divine providence.414

The catalogue of punishments makes it clear that although book-offences were prosecuted more harshly than in the previous century, execution was still not the norm. Punishments were inflicted on those “who had confessed to have committed a great number of gruesome crimes inspired by their impiety.”415 It is therefore unlikely such confessions were made voluntarily in view of the outcome. It would appear that torture was applied to extract a confession. This would explain not only Amantius’ reputation for flogging men until they died but also the terror that these acts and this reputation inspired in orthodox Christians, fear which may have led them to confess untruthfully in order to halt the tortures.

The graduated punishments included service in the hospice and schooling at monasteries in cases of clerics, while others were either exiled or sentenced to capital punishment. Out of the latter group, however, the majority of those who “admitted their ignorance and promised to repent” were released according to the order of the emperor without prosecution.416 At least one culprit found guilty of frequent acts of popular agitation was executed, however (164). But it generally appears that those who searched for books punished selectively, using the threat and example of punishment to deter others. With a view to the book-burning scenes depicted in the Life of Severus which will be discussed below, it is likely that those who were found keeping pagan books were released in exchange for denouncing others who kept such works, and their informing became a part of their repentance. This helps to explain why otherwise large number of books could be discovered and destroyed at once.

As to Amantius, the “chief”, he is apparently identical with a person of the same name who was magister militum per orientem in 555.417 He was in office at the time of the Samaritan revolt at Caesarea in Palestine in July of 555, during which the proconsul Stephanus was killed. Amantius was placed in charge of putting down the revolt. He executed some of the rebels, mutilated others and confiscated their property. When word of this spread, people across the East came to fear Amantius.418 In the passages quoted above, he is more than once attested to have conducted similar inquisitions “in the whole East”, which suggests that pagan books were also burnt elsewhere under his command.419 Other sources attest that the religious policy against pagans (and especially astrologers) in the age of Justinian involved property-confiscation and torture.420 Because their property was confiscated, it is reasonable to assume that Justinian, like others before him, was in want of money to finance his military campaigns.

Against the earlier study of Riedinger, the editor van de Ven suggests that the Life of Simeon Stylites the Younger is essentially trustworthy, considering the many details given by the author.421 Amantius is well attested as having been in charge of religious trials during the time of the Life’s composition. Moreover, the Codex Justinianus ruled against pagans and against pagan teaching. Book-burning in the age of Justinian is also known from other sources. Shortly after the events narrated in the Life of Simeon a similar incident of book-burning occurred in Constantinople, which is reported first by John Malalas: “In the month of June in the same indiction Hellenes were arrested and paraded around, and their books were burnt in the Kynegion, together with pictures and statues of their disgusting gods.”422

The Kynegion was the place where criminals were publicly executed. That books were burnt here indicates that it was a public act, one intended to deter the population from acquiring or keeping them in future. This again suggests the ritual character of book-burning. The date of 562 as suggested by Stein is generally accepted.423 It is therefore likely that the public burning of books, as with the case of Antioch probably in 555, ranks among similar events of persecution and book-burning.We have seen that Justinian issued laws against pagan teachers in 529 and shortly after. As early as for the year of 529, John Malalas reports of a “great persecution of Hellenes” who lost property and were removed from public office in the same manner as heretics.424 If 555 is the correct date for the events described in the text, then there was a long delay between these events and probably no direct correlation. However, the events in Antioch could have been in line with a broader religious policy, also expressed in the Pragmatic Sanction of 554, as we have seen.

Pagans were coerced into conversion throughout the reign of Justinian and their books appear to have been burnt also. The holy man John of Ephesus reports that he allegedly converted 70,000 people to Christianity in Asia, Caria, Phrygia and Lydia on the order of Justinian in 542. He donated Christian books to the churches he built from the material of the temples he had demolished along with the altars and sacred trees.425 John himself mentions only the book donations but no destructions. However, in the eleventh century, Michael the Syrian (based on earlier sources) briefly refers to the deeds of John and mentions book-burning in a list of noteworthy events for that time period. He puts “paganism” and “idolatry” as well as “books of magic” and “books of paganism” next to each other. Although it must be conceded that this text is late and unreliable, he indicates that “about 2,000” books were destroyed in Asia by John of Ephesus.426 John of Ephesus writes that he supported Justinian in searching out pagan senators and aristocrats along with a “mass of grammarians, rhetoricians, lawyers and physicians” in 546. Similarly to Antioch nine years later, the arrested persons were tortured to denounce others, imprisoned, flogged, and sent to churches for conversion.427 Tortures may have been employed deliberately to identify and prosecute the owners of forbidden books. Although like many hagiographical accounts of this time period the text is tendentious and not necessarily to be taken at face value, it does indicate the general trend that book-burning was portrayed as an outcome of the social tensions at that time.

2.9Conclusion

In this chapter, I have investigated those forms of book-burning and censorship that were sanctioned or tolerated by the Roman authorities. While instances such as these can be seen as government sanctioned censorship, I have stressed that there was no systematic plan to ban certain genres of texts. Imperial censorship laws often reacted to specific conflicts or requests, and the initial scope of these laws was somewhat regionally and temporarily limited. Moreover, there is the question of whether or not these laws were enforced. While there is some evidence for legal enforcement of some of these laws and it is well possible that other instances are not recorded in the sources, it generally appears unlikely that religious laws of any kind were systematically enforced. The Roman state and provincial administration did not have the staff to put laws into effect immediately. On the other hand, Roman officials in Late Antiquity were required to react to denunciation, as we have seen. We will also see in the next chapter that these edicts gave the clergy some legal grounds for conducting book-searches, with or without asking the authorities for help.

I have also argued that there was a grey area concerning the range of books that were ordered to be destroyed or banned by imperial legislation and state authorities. After Constantine, there is further evidence of a number of laws being passed against aspects of paganism, notably against magicians, astrologers/ mathematici, diviners and demon-worshippers. Implementing these laws, defensores served as a local religious police force in charge of enforcing the legislation and some laws suggest that their function was to oversee and enforce the burning of books. Since Constantine and especially under Valens laws on burning pamphlets were in effect. In promulgating these laws, emperors initially seem to have reacted to acute conflicts. State authorities under the emperor Valens seem to have confiscated and destroyed books in an effort to uncover a conspiracy. In this incident book-burning and treason charges mostly targeted philosophers, but there is no indication that the clergy were involved. According to Ammianus, not only magical but also books on liberal arts were burnt during trials and whole libraries destroyed by their owners in the East out of fear. To at least one later pagan author, the episode appeared to be an anti-pagan pogrom directed specifically against philosophers, but this was likely a later interpretation.

Under the Theodosian dynasty book-burning laws continued to be issued against pamphlets but also against certain heretical writings and the books of astrologers/mathematici in 409. As attested by Augustine, this law was indeed enforced in North Africa. It was preceded by similar laws against heretical authors. Other laws under the Theodosian dynasty were directed against “false teachers” and certain enquiries into the nature of the world were rendered illegitimate. As this chapter has shown, there are various meanings of the term mathematici in the literary sources but the most common meaning in contexts of expulsion and banning was that of astrologers. On the other hand, the terms mathematici and mathemata were charged with a variety of meanings in the understanding of ecclesiastical authors of Late Antiquity, many of which can be traced to the philosophical opinions that I shall outline in greater detail in Chapter 4. In general, there is reason to believe that the polemical terms in Christian authors and imperial legislation influence each other. Educated Neoplatonists were occasionally accused of paganism as a treason charge, particularly if connected with divination and even subversive philosophical opinions, while Neoplatonists long continued to teach more or less undisturbed.

Similarly, it is evidenced that under Justinian pagans were barred from teaching, a law that appears to have also been in effect in the reconquered parts of the Western empire. Particularly in the age of Justinian, book-burning was staged as a ritual act. Persecution of pagans under Justinian involved book-burning – book-burning was even enforced systematically during this time period and included an unspecific range of pagan books, if we can trust texts such as the anonymous Life of Simeon. At least, descriptions of religious inquisitions found there are confirmed in other source material.

The general picture, then, is one of increased legislation and clamping down on certain avenues of thought, largely pre-Christian, but the evidence for legal enforcement is somewhat limited before the age of Justinian. Charges of magic and of paganism sometimes provided a convenient excuse for incriminating powerful individuals who would otherwise have been exempt from book-charges.


3Holy Men, Clerics and Ascetics

Having examined the instances of book-burning by Roman authorities in response to imperial legislation, I shall now discuss this as a practice of zealous Christian groups. I align the term zealous Christians with monks, ascetics and holy men. Although drawn from various orders of society, the evidence suggests that those who carried out this practice were often from the lower strata. Unlike in the instances discussed in the previous chapter, these acts of book-burning were not immediately authorised by any government. We are thus dealing with a different kind of book-burning, in which the act itself has the character of a violent, spontaneous ritual rather than of an incident of state censorship. This chapter will also argue that after Christianity became the state religion, zealous Christians sometimes collaborated with state authorities to search out and destroy books. In addition to the previous chapter, it will discuss the potential impact that imperial censorship legislation may have had. While sources refer to these books often as magic books, there is evidence to suggest that a broader range of pagan books were banned and occasionally destroyed as a consequence of religious conflict. This chapter, then, will investigate when the concept and practice of book-burning and censorship-legislation first appeared in Christian texts of the early centuries. It will outline what genres of books were likely to be targeted by zealous Christians in Late Antiquity. I shall therefore have a closer look at the various links that existed between heresy, magic and ancient philosophy in Christian discourse, arguing that the former literatures were vulnerable to censorship in Late Antiquity. For the purpose of this book, this question is pertinent because imperial and ecclesiastical laws often attempted to ban heretical, magical and astrological writings from circulation. In the next section, I shall discuss the origins of book-burning as a ritual within early Christianity, arguing that individuals burnt books in order to destroy contagious demons and thus to provide miracle-healing.

3.1Book-Burning in the Acts of the Apostles

Apart from its character as a ritual, the concept and practice of book-burning gained traction within Christianity because its monotheism demanded the exclusion of other gods. By contrast, pagan syncretism allowed for combining elements from different religious traditions. An example of this is the link between the Jupiter of the Romans and the Zeus of the Greeks. The Olympic gods that ancient texts referred to became recast in Christian texts as demons or devils inflicting mental disorders on human beings.428 We will see that fire was suitable to destroy these demons. In the Gospel of Mark, after his resurrection Jesus defined the apostolic mission as a battle against demons: “In my name shall they cast out devils.”429

The earliest recorded example of a Christian involved in book-burning is the apostle Paul in Ephesus in the mid-first century. This episode already establishes the link between book-burning, healing and the fight against demons. In the Acts of the Apostles Paul performed miracles in Ephesus, healing people through exorcism rather more successfully than other Jewish exorcists:430

And many that believed came, and confessed, and showed their deeds. Many of them also which used curious arts [ta períerga] brought their books together, and burned them before all men: and they counted the price of them, and found it fifty thousand pieces of silver.

Many translations give ta períerga as “magical arts” rather than the more literal “curious arts.” The eighth-century Christian scholar Bede already interpreted the term as “magical arts.” This interpretation has been scrutinized by modern scholars, notably by Fögen.431 There are only two other attestations of the term and its derivative known from the New Testament. Neither refers clearly to magic.432 Even in other Greek texts there is little evidence to suggest that the term could mean magic, except in the magical papyri.433 Commentators on the Acts acknowledge this problem. While some consider the term períerga as connoting magic, others argue that it has a more general meaning associated with syncretism – the merging of different traditions in paganism.434 Later sources, as we have seen, often appear to employ the term períerga with regard to philosophical studies or literature. On the other hand, the Acts of the Apostles twice refer to magic but as mageía.435 This suggests that the Acts have a clear-cut terminology of magic, one that differs from that described by the books burnt in Ephesus. This is also true for other books of the New Testament, written by different authors. The biblical Book of Revelation, for example, uses pharmakeía to refer to the magical arts.436 The cited figure for the value of the books burnt is probably exaggerated even given the status of Ephesus as the metropolis of Asia. This figure is supposed to demonstrate the effectiveness of Christianity in the context of miracle-healing. Yet in order to appear realistic, the total probably included books that were not strictly magical.

No other incidents of Christians involved in book-burning are firmly attested for the first two centuries and overall the evidence for conflict between Christians and the Roman state is scanty. Religious symbols, such as temples and statues, and ancient philosophy, already condemned and ridiculed by early Christian apologists as immoral, contradicting the Bible, and inspired by demons and believing in fate, could have been potential points of conflict.437 Minucius Felix was a well-educated early Christian apologist in Rome. His dialogue between a Christian and pagan about the true religion attempted to convince contemporary Christians that demons dwelt in statues, images and theatres, were active agents in sacrifice and divination and had been embraced by the ancient philosophers. It was these demons, Minucius Felix’s Christian protagonist argued, that led pagans to hate Christians.438 By contrast, the pagan adversary in his dialogue is shown commending the decision of the Athenians to burn the writings of Protagoras, who argued against religion in the fifth century BC. The implication is clear: Christians deserved even less tolerance than philosophers like Protagoras.439 Attitudes such as these are bellwethers for the later Christian practice of banning books.

3.2Ecclesiastical Law in Late Antiquity

While there is no evidence that any such exhortation was put into action, the writings of early Christian authors of this apologetic-polemical type were influential in the formation of canon law. Indeed, many Christian writers also wrote ecclesiastical laws and monastic rules. In this section, I shall therefore explore the pertinent canons, arguing that there was an overlap in the application of the terms “heretical” and “pagan.”

Some canons in ecclesiastical law of the fourth and fifth century attempted to bar Christians from reading any pagan books, notably the injunctions of the Apostolic Constitutions:440

Stay clear of all pagan books! For what do you have to do with such foreign discourses, or laws, or false prophets, which subvert the faith of the unstable? What is missing in the law of the Lord that you go for those pagan myths? If you wish to go through history, you have the Books of Kings; if philosophy and poetry, you have the Prophets, the Book of Job and the Proverbs, in which you will find greater depth of sagacity than in all of the pagan poets and philosophers because this is the voice of the Lord, the only wise God; if you desire to sing, you have the psalms; if you wish to read about the origin of the world, you have the Book of Genesis; if laws and orders, you have the approved law of the Lord God: do therefore always stay clear of all such strange and diabolical books!441

The Apostolic Constitutions were originally compiled in Greek in late fourth-century Syria and purported to originate directly from the apostles. In reality the law probably emerged from a third-century Syriac tradition. Gemeinhardt is probably right to interpret the text’s laws as pertaining generally to educated Church members, as the constitutions themselves are addressed to the laity.442 Brox therefore interpreted the law as a Totalverbot that required the clergy to enforce the ban on pagan books that might otherwise jeopardise the Christian faith.443 At any rate, it is worth noting that the Apostolic Constitutions voiced particular concerns about books opposed to creation, regardless of whether these are mythological or rational.

Their claim of apostolic origin gained attraction in later monastic and ecclesiastical legislation. Basil of Caesarea’s monastic rule prohibited the reading of pagan literature in monastic schools and the council of Carthage in 398 attempted to enforce that bishops read no pagans books at all and heretical books only if necessary for refutation.444 It is doubtful, however, that most educated Christians, clerics or laypeople, fully complied with these laws. Many pagan texts long remained a useful tool for rhetorical training.

Canon law often ruled against the writings of certain heretics. In the next section we will see that influential Christian authors often equated heresy with philosophical traditions that were opposed to the Christian world view. This is significant because searches for heretical books could also involve the destruction of other books, as canon law indicates.445 Thus Rabbula, a Syrian bishop of the early fifth century, ordered his monks: “Search out the books of the heretics and their book containers in every place, and wherever you can, either bring them to us or burn them in the fire” (can. 50).446 In this context, Rabbula prescribed that heretics (can. 49) and pagans (can. 52: “those who are tempted by demons”) were to be barred from communion, listing book-burning alongside the eradication of temple remnants and sacred trees.447 It is not known whether this order was enforced, but because the law is addressed to a specific group of clerics it is likely that it was.

As the Church historian Sozomenus wrote, each Christian group used only documents favouring their own heresy, omitting those of others.448 In high-profile cases this general rule was enforced through outright book-burning. For example, the acts of the council of Ephesus in 431 forbade Nestorius’ books to be read and transcribed. Nestorius had argued that Mary was the mother of Jesus rather than the mother of God. Because his position occasioned a major schism, the law ordered that his books were publicly to be burnt in order to prevent this interpretation, and any favourable memory of it or the author, surviving.449 The public nature of the burning was meant as a demonstration of power and statement of intent as much as an effort to stop these writings from circulating. Apart from a Syriac translation of one of his works, Nestorius’ writings now only remain in fragments quoted in refutations by his adversaries, although they may well have continued to circulate at that time. On the other hand, book-bans were not always limited to specific authors. The second council of Constantinople in 553 anathematised certain non-conformist Christian authors “along with their impious writings” and “all other heretics.”450

We have also seen that shortly before he did the same with Christian books Diocletian ordered Manichaean books to be burnt. Manichaeans were frequently persecuted in both parts of the empire throughout Late Antiquity. While their books were probably burnt at various occasions, there is explicit evidence of book-burning taking place in Rome in the fifth and sixth centuries. In 443, for example, Pope Leo the Great had the Manichaeans persecuted and “large bulks” of books in their possession burnt.451

3.3Philosophy and Heresy

Christian authors often regarded ancient philosophical traditions as the seed of heresy, as Epiphanius, for example, did in his Panarion. My argument is that, when heretical texts became outlawed, this means that some philosophical traditions became frowned upon too. Monks and ascetics may even have destroyed philosophical texts alongside with heretical ones, as we have just seen. I shall therefore present passages in which philosophies are put alongside or equated with heretical teaching.

A striking example is the treatise On the False Prophets, the False Teachers, the Impious Heretics, and the Signs of the Perfection of this Age (PG 59:553–68). Although this work is attributed to John Chrysostom, it was probably composed later by a different author, perhaps centuries after Johnʼs death. The author explains he wrote this piece in order to expel those “enemies of Christ” that teach false doctrines, just as wolves should be separated from sheep.452 It notes that their end had been foretold unanimously by all the prophets:453

For where now are they who had once battled the Church, the kings, rulers, and the wise? Have they not all been scattered, perished, and passed into nothing? […] Where is Marcion, where Valens, where Mani, where Basilides, where Nero, where Julian, where Arius, where Nestorius, where are all the enemies of truth, concerning whom the Church exclaims: ‘Many dogs have surrounded me’? [Ps. 22:16] Have not all these perished? For they have been scattered because of their blasphemy and they have been expelled just like wolves.

The two pagans mentioned in this catalogue alongside heretical authors are the emperors Nero and Julian, of whom only Julian is known to have left writings. The author of the treatise therefore did not make a clear distinction between Christian and pagan heretics. The text also issues a warning against those who are Christians by name but, according to the psalm (106:35), have “mixed themselves among the pagans and learned their deeds.” In other words, they have “devoted themselves to Jewish and Greek myths, genealogies, mantic, astrology.” The text goes on to say that Christians who have been influenced by pagan deeds are even worse than pagans, and should be considered not worthy to approach the divine mysteries, and not named Christians, just like a virgin is not to be named any more as such after she has been “deceived.” The warning is explicit: “watch out, o brother, and beware hereafter of pagan deeds!”454 This text is a pertinent and prime example of an extremely hostile Christian discourse against everything pagan, and also one that condemns non-conformist Christians who may have been influenced by various aspects of paganism.

In a passage from his sermons on the Gospel of John (given in Constantinople), John Chrysostom links ancient philosophy as a whole to heresy, giving instruction on how to deal with someone bringing up philosophical arguments, how to avoid to agree to them and thus to sin. The sermon was probably designed to be addressed to clerics, particularly monks. He suggests that the individual simply laughs at any “heretic” employing Greek wisdom before cursing it as dust and ashes, and an open sepulchre full of worms. John discourages his audience from making contact with “heretics”, arguing that they owe much to pagan philosophers in their thinking, notably their argument that matter is uncreated. John’s argument is that he does not want his audience to engage with these people in case they become convinced by their arguments. Only the better educated Christians, such as himself, should enter such contests.455 In John’s sermons it is thus a recurrent theme to suggest that philosophical controversies themselves are clear proof of the presence of the devil because Christianity as the true philosophy is uncontroversial, whereas philosophers are based on several sources, and that heretics are close to philosophers because they introduce controversial opinions to Christianity.456 The purpose of this theme is to demonise philosophical traditions and to cast doubt on the worthiness of their survival.

John also agrees with the view of earlier Christian apologists that the various ancient philosophies were the origin of heresy among Christians. Thus, in his piece On the Holy Spirit, John polemicizes against non-conformist Christian groups, such as the Macedonians, the Arians, and Montanists, admonishing that one should speak only what Jesus has spoken of. By contrast, heretics are said to be moved by the pagan teachings of Plato and of Aristotle.457 Such conflations are notable in that they show how disparate concepts begin to be welded into an indivisible line of argument against non-Christian works. Aristotle’s philosophy, for example, is said to be the seed of heresy,458but so too is the belief that human beings are a species of animals.459 John is clearly voicing an extremist opinion here. As evidence of their pernicious nature, John suggests that there are non-conformist Christians doubting the actuality of resurrection because of their acquaintance with Greek philosophy, apparently because of its different understanding of matter. In short, John is essentially saying that anyone who raises questions is not to be counted among the faithful.460 Similarly, in a treatise written in Antioch John considers discussions on fate, foreknowledge based on what he thinks is “the irrational motion of the stars”, and the origin of evil as diseases and particularly the latter aspect as the origin of heretical ideas, such as by Marcion, the Manichaeans, Valentinus and Greek philosophers.461 John therefore describes contemporary heretics (which could be a label for either pagans or Christians) borrowing arguments from various ancient philosophies. Insofar as their views contradict core aspects of Christianity, such as resurrection and divine providence, he proposes that these arguments are detrimental to the unity of Christianity and needed to be gotten rid of. As Christianity became the state religion, people who borrowed from ancient philosophies were likely felt to be heretics rather than pagans.

Half a century later, Theodoret of Cyrrhus offers a similarly derisive picture on pagan philosophers. Theodoret penned what is considered to be the last apologetic-polemical work of Antiquity, the Treatment of Greek Diseases, between 427 and 437 in the Antioch area.462 The bishop of Cyrrhus and author of a Church history, in this text Theodoret appropriated Platonic philosophy to Christianity and addressed contemporary educated pagans.463 Although to some extent Hellenism continued in Syria, to Theodoret Christian views and writings had largely replaced the various philosophical schools by this point because most people were now only interested in Christianity. His implication is that contemporary learned pagans are few and, while the truth of Christianity can be shown from some philosophers, ancient and Christian philosophies are generally opposed to one another:464

All the heralds of the truth, the prophets and apostles I mean, stood aloof from the Greek eloquence. They were, however, full of true wisdom and they brought the divine doctrine to all nations, the Greeks and the barbarians, and filled all earth and sea with books on virtue and piety. All people now, having rejected the antics of the philosophers, gloat over the teachings of the fishermen and of the publicans and venerate the books of the shoemaker [Paul]. They do not even know the names of the Italic, Ionic and Eleatic schools, for time has done away with their memory…

That Theodoret adopts an eloquent Greek style in his treatise is, then, essentially to cut his adversaries with their own sword.465 Indeed, he notes that by contrast to the eloquence of contemporary Christians, the style of his adversaries is now pathetic and the knowledge of their heretical philosophical schools of the past lost:466

We pity their temerity, because on the one hand, they know that barbarians have surpassed the skill of Greek eloquence, those elaborately decorated fables have been utterly banned and the solecisms [errors] of the fishermen have destroyed the Attic syllogisms [arguments], while on the other they do not blush nor hide away, but impudently fight for the cause of their error. They are so few that one can easily calculate them. They lack the Greek harmony of style but barbarise, as it were, whenever they speak. They consider it the highest education and glory of speech to invoke ‘the gods’ and ‘the sun’ and to smear other such vows in their speech. If I am not right, then tell me who succeeded Xenophanes of Colophon, Parmenides of Elea, Protagoras and Melissus, Pythagoras or Anaxagoras, Speusippus or Xenokrates, Anaximander or Anaximenes, Arcesilaus or Philolaus in their heresy? Who is today’s head of the Stoic heresy? Who is safeguarding the teachings of the Peripatetics? […] For the whole earth under the sun has been filled with sermons.

Theodoret sarcastically suggests that contemporary pagan rhetoric is different to Christian rhetoric largely because of its use of invocation formulae to gods, indicating that contemporary pagans have insufficient knowledge of their literary patrimony. He could be right as far as most of the authors and schools mentioned in this extract are concerned.467 Like John Chrysostom, Theodoret takes this loss of knowledge to show the superiority of Christianity and to ridicule contemporary pagans (whom he otherwise involves in a dialogue). This passage is interesting because it clearly counts a number of philosophical schools among the heresies, however, excluding the writings of Plato and Aristotle from this verdict. These two philosophical schools continued to be studied throughout Late Antiquity and beyond, whereas many, but not all of the other philosophies (such as the Pythagorean and Stoic) had long gone lost.

Writing in the early fifth century, Cyril of Alexandria in a Bible commentary also links Greek philosophy to heresy and punishments.468 Christians, Cyril argues elsewhere, should avoid non-conformist and certain pagan teachings: they should uphold the tradition of the Church, “despise the Greek talk of the heretics and turn away from the haphazard fables.”469

Prudentius and Augustine are further examples of Christian authors who establish this link occasionally throughout their works. This is clear in their treatment of the motif of the vine and the branches that appears, for example, in Prudentius’ apologetic poem, the Divinity of Christ (Apotheosis), in the context of burning of heresy, in accordance with the general theme of the Apotheosis, a poem that refutes heretical opinions. It is worth having a look at the parable of the vine and the branches from the Gospel of John that underlies this motif:470

I am the vine; you are the branches. He that abides in me, and I in him, the same brings forth much fruit, for without me you can do nothing. If a man does not abide in me, he is thrown away like a branch and withers; and men gather them, and cast them into the fire, and they are burned.

To summarise the immediate context, in this work’s preface Prudentius refers to the “enemy” (41: hostis) and to the “slanderers” (25: sycophantae), who lead Christians into heresy through logical arguments (24: syllogismi). These people can be identified both as heretics (who use philosophical arguments perceived as opposed to arguments based on the gospels) and also non-Christian philosophers, as Prudentius polemicizes broadly against philosophers who have put forward arguments disagreeing with Christianity (200 –214: Plato, the Cynics and Aristotle; 782 ff.: Epicurean concept of causation). Like John Chrysostom, Prudentius deploys Paul’s letter to the Corinthians in this context: “God has therefore chosen the foolish things of the world to cut the sophisticated arguments into pieces.”471 Prudentius attributes their error to their tongue (lingua), a metaphor that recurs throughout his work:472

They challenge the nature of almighty God in plotted controversies and cut the faith in pieces with subtle ambiguities in proportion to the wickedness of their tongues […] Although they produce poisonous juice, the farmer suffers them to grow into a plant, in order to avoid that perhaps the rooting out of the vain stem kill at the same time the stalk that bears the crop. He therefore waits until ripening summer heat mature the vicious plants and the wheat, that he may store in his barns what the hoe selects and burn the chaff in the fire.

Prudentius’ metaphorical reference to burning here is closer to a verse in the Gospel of Matthew rather than the Gospel of John: “Let both grow together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say to the reapers: ‘Gather together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them: but gather the wheat into my barn.’”473 Because of this contiguity, I would argue that the picture Prudentius conjures up is to specifically suggest pruning the philosophical tradition so that it fits in with Christianity and does not cause trouble to it by generating heresy. It illustrates the unwillingness of Christian scribes and scholars to preserve texts that disagreed with Christian orthodoxy. It is clear from the following context that Prudentius alludes to false teachings that are not restricted to heresies.

This passage on the vine and the branches should be read alongside Augustine’s treatment of the motif. The concept of Christianity as a fruitful vine is found in a treatise instructing those who are about to convert, including grammarians and rhetoricians, the teachers of higher learning, whose libraries needed to be inspected for Christian conformism.474

But the vine which was spreading abroad its fruitful branches throughout the world, as had been prophesied concerning it, and as had been foretold by the Lord himself, flourished the more richly, as it was the more abundantly watered by the blood of martyrs. To these, as they died for the truth of the faith in countless numbers throughout all lands, even the persecuting kingdoms themselves yielded and were converted to the knowledge and worship of Christ, after the neck of their pride had been broken. Yet it was fitting that this vine should be pruned, as had repeatedly been foretold by the Lord, and that from it should be lopped the unfruitful branches, by which, under the name of Christ, heresies and schisms were occasioned in various places, on the part of those who sought not his glory but their own, and by whose opposition the Church was more and more exercised and her teaching and long-suffering both proven and illustrated.

Augustine refers to at least two of the allegorical battles depicted by Prudentius in the Psychomachia: the battles against Pride (Superbia) and against Long-Suffering (Patientia). The vine again symbolises the gospel, the unfruitful twigs, on the other hand, represent heretical literature and traditions. In the next chapter we will see in detail the propensity for early Christian apologists to regard various philosophical traditions, particularly materialist philosophies, as the origin of Christian non-conformism. Such an understanding may have informed Prudentius’ rhetoric, because it is clear in Augustine that the unfruitful branches in question had inspired heretical discourse.

This section has shown that late antique Christian authors developed a number of strategies to blame disagreeing theological opinions on the philosophical opinions of the past and that these philosophical traditions therefore threatened the unity of the church. Their polemical discourse reveals a sense of danger deriving from philosophical counter-arguments against Christianity. While this does not mean that clerics resorted to book-burning to get rid of these traditions, it does show that books containing these traditions were frowned upon by clerics and ascetics. In the following sections I shall argue that it was these Christians groups that took advantage of the censorship legislation in Late Antiquity, with or without the help of Roman authorities.

3.4Zacharias’ Life of Severus

In the accounts of their lives there is evidence that holy men sometimes destroyed books. Perhaps no other source genre allows a greater insight into the reported daily lives of ordinary individuals and the cultural and religious power of the depicted holy men.475 Written by contemporaries, eye-witnesses, and the students of the sainted person, the Lives of Saints do contain fictitious elements. Yet these accounts must have had a great impact on the relatively large audience of contemporaries they were disseminated among. These accounts were meant to demonstrate the power of holy men as well as to encourage admiration and imitation of their deeds. As such, they have significant worth as documents of cultural-historical dialogue in the context of this study. I shall analyse the hagiographical sources under the question of what genres of books were vulnerable to destruction, arguing that there was a grey area of books that were banned or destroyed and that this confirms the polemical discourse that I have just discussed.

The Life of Severus is often taken by scholars as a source to reconstruct the daily life relations between Christians and pagans. Its author, Zacharias Scholasticus (*465/6, d. after 536), studied literature and jurisprudence in Gaza, Alexandria and Beirut (Berytus) before he became bishop of Mytilene (on the island of Lesbos). Originally written in Greek but preserved in Syriac, his biography of Severus, Monophysite patriarch of Antioch, is an important source for Christian book-burning in the late fifth century. Trombley argued that Zacharias’ account is largely reliable as a historical source because it was written by a highly educated eyewitness of the events.476 However, more recent scholarship often qualifies the account as a tendentious and dishonest pamphlet, written to defend Severus from charges of paganism.477 It is therefore likely that the text emphasises Severus’ zeal to fight paganism and exaggerates charges against pagans.

Zacharias was a member of a Christian group called the philóponoi. These philóponoi, “friends of the suffering”, were a semi-monastic institution that is attested in various cities of the East in the sixth and seventh centuries. Their aim was to cure the sick and to monitor and attack pagans. The Life of Severus is the most comprehensive source with which to reconstruct their activities.478 It illuminates the atmosphere surrounding the pagan insurrection in the reign of the emperor Zeno that we have seen in section 2.6.479

Before his conversion, Severus studied rhetoric in Alexandria. A connoisseur of Greek literature until peer pressure forced him to embrace Christianity, he ultimately rejected his previous investment in Greek mythologies.480 Despite his thorough education, at the time of his conversion he lacked knowledge of even the most basic aspects of Christianity, so he asked Zacharias for copies of common Christian books such as those by Basil of Caesarea.481 He was a student of the imperial law school, like co-students attracted to a monastic life, and he later became an intellectual leader of the Monophysite branch of Christianity. To facilitate the process of conversion, Zacharias had prepared a program specifically for the needs of intellectuals such as Severus. Law was to be studied in school each day of the week except Sundays, which were reserved for the study of canonical Christian authors. Such readings were strictly prescribed, usually beginning with various polemical treatises against pagans and ending with Basil’s Address to Young Men on the Right Use of Greek Literature.482 Basil’s treatise allowed for a canon of morally inoffensive writings to be studied by Christians. The purpose of the educational program was quite clear: it was tailor-made to persuade well-educated people to abstain from reading more subversive pagan authors and ideally even from reading any pagan author at all following their conversion. It also shows that those that were involved in book-burning were trained in Christian polemical texts and had adopted their content.

The Life of Severus describes the philóponoi as a group whose provision of palliative care was coterminously linked to the practice of book-burning, notably in the cases of John Foulon from Thebes and two other pagan law students in Beirut. In this instance, the underlying assumption appears to have been that the demons in harmful books caused diseases. These law students had a reputation of being involved in magic. It was alleged that they were prepared to commit a human sacrifice in order to activate a love charm addressed to a woman living in chastity to whom John was attracted. For the purpose of pagan sacrifice, it was suggested that they forced one of John’s slaves to the hippodrome in the middle of the night.483 The philóponoi decided to take action against John after the mistreated slave denounced John as having “books of magic” in his possession. It seems they accepted the case because of the book accusation rather than because of attempted murder, which was difficult to prove. The intention of committing a human sacrifice is not found in John’s later confession, as reported by Zacharias, although the philóponoi pronounced that John was possessed by a demon that had been urging him to commit his crimes.

Accompanied by Polycarp, a soldier in the local bureau of the Praetorian Prefect, and Constantine, a lawyer, the philóponoi paid John a visit on the pretence of searching his house for incriminating books and ruling him out of their inquiries. John permitted the house-search, knowing that he had carefully hidden all of his suspicious books. When nothing was found following this search, the slave who had forwarded the initial accusation to the philóponoi indicated the hiding-place of the more problematic books.484

As to the content of those magic books, Zacharias, who claims to have personally examined them, is more specific than elsewhere in his Life of Severus: “In these books were certain images of perverse demons, barbaric names and arrogant, harmful signs, full of pride and quite fit for perverse demons.”485 However, the books of John Foulon did not only contain magic spells because Zacharias mentions books authored by Zoroaster, Ostanes, and Manethon.486 While the Persian Ostanes is counted among the successors of Zoroaster and among the authors of books on magic and alchemy, two different authors named Manethon are known to have composed historical works on Egypt in the Hellenistic age (extracts of which are found in Georgios Synkellos, a writer of the eighth century) and a hexametrical didactic poem on astrology of the second century AD respectively. It is likely that Zacharias would have been keen to name those authors that could most easily be linked to the unspecified field of magic in order to justify his actions.

John’s reaction to the findings shows how the concept of forbidden books could be used as instrument of control in the later empire. He immediately confessed and begged the investigators not to hand him over for criminal prosecution, confirming that he was in fact a Christian and promising to abstain from any recourse to demons in the future. In exchange, he denounced the names of others as owners of similar books.487 Also, he personally burnt all of his incriminating books in the fire that the investigators brought in. Following a long meeting during which his repentance was tested and established, the philóponoi made sure he was provided with Christian texts and he was charged to the care and supervision of clerics at the Church of St Jude, who were to see to it that he did not stray from the Christian way of life. The investigators prayed to God for the sake of his soul, which had just been rescued from the demons of his forbidden books.488

In addition to John’s denunciation, a scribe had reported to Martyrius, church lector in Beirut, and to Polycarp, the aforementioned soldier, that one George of Thessalonike had commissioned him to copy “a book of magic.”489 Trombley’s assertion that Zacharias refers here to the transcription of a book from papyrus scroll to parchment codex could be correct.490 Martyrius and Polycarp had in turn notified the philóponoi. The content of this book is not known, but the allegation that it was a magical text must be viewed as dubious as strictly magical literature was hardly ever written on parchment.491 As George was probably aware of the potential danger involved in handing over such a book to a Christian scribe it is more likely that it was from a pagan genre that he would have had a realistic hope would be allowed rather than a magical one which he knew would be forbidden out of hand. That George was denounced in this fashion was not uncommon. Scribes were asked to report suspicious literature to Church authorities in order that they could censor the books in question. For example, in a similar case in Harran at the end of the sixth century a scribe denounced the local governor as a practitioner of “paganism”, taking over the governor’s position as a result.492 This shows that it was difficult to copy problematic books and that denunciation could occur for personal reasons such as jealousy, anger or envy rather than because of religious purity or social control.

George had the additional problem of having been among the list of names divulged as keepers of forbidden books by John. His name was given alongside those of other law students, including Leontius. The latter was a teacher of law, although he had ceased to be at the time of composition.493 The names were forwarded to another John, the local bishop, by the philóponoi. These persons also had the reputation among the population of the entire city of keeping such books. Searches for these books were well organized, included both Church and state authorities and specifically targeted pagans. Their magic books were believed to have a harmful, contagious impact on the population because they contained demons:

The bishop assigned us to the members of the clergy and ordered us to examine the books of all those people. The public notaries (demósioi) were with us. The entire city was angry because they were often studying magic books instead of devoting themselves to law, and because the above-mentioned Leontius was harming them through his paganism. (Zach. v.Sev.66)

The term demósioi (transcribed into the Syriac language) points to public slaves. Such public slaves were common in the cities of the Roman Empire from the late Republic onwards. Besides some religious duties, their various tasks included managing archives and guarding prisons.494 Further on in the text, the demósioi are described as having been in charge of watching the bonfire prepared for burning the offending books. They were informed of the content of the books, although it does not seem that they personally inspected them.495 Their duty here might have been simply to oversee the carrying out of the sentence at the end of the criminal procedure.

There follows a characterization of Leontius, in which charges related to magic, such as predicting future events (for example, predicting the gender of an unborn child), are linked to charges more broadly related to “paganism” and astrology, such as “aiding them to have access to idols”496. The philóponoi then successfully searched houses for books and the “magic” books in the possession of George and one Asclepiodotus of Heliopolis-Baalbek were deposited in the centre of the city. Other alleged owners of such books, however, had fled and secreted their books. In addition, street-fighting occurred among the citizens after the pagan Chrysaorius of Tralles had called in a group of “trouble-makers” in order to halt the book-searches. Although the Christian Constantine of Beirut threatened to call in his band of rustics to fight back, the situation de-escalated when the philóponoi promised Leontius, not without hesitation on their part, that he could leave the city without harm.497 He did so, speedily accepting baptism at the church consecrated to a martyr with the same name as his own.498 Notably, Leontius was not among those reported to have been convicted of owning magic books so far and his case supports the view that the philóponoi argued it was in the interest of Christians to bring conversion rather than death to offenders. However, the evidence also shows that attempts to burn books were often resisted, indicating the value in which some owners held their texts.499

For the book-burning itself, a bonfire was prepared in front of a church by the philóponoi. On order of the bishop, the defensor of the city, the demósioi, and members of the clergy gathered to watch the scene. We have seen in section 2.2 that the defensores were legally acting as a religious police force. No titles are given in the narrative, but the books are described as having contained the following: “fanfaronade of writings, atheistic and barbaric arrogance of demons, evil statements full of hatred for human kind as well as the arrogance of the devil, who teaches to promise and to perform horrible things of this kind”500. Such descriptions echo the assertions made against the books in John Foulon’s possession. In addition to denouncing the texts, statements were read aloud to the effect that “the entire population yelled various shouts against the pagans and the magicians, extolled and praised to the skies those who had seen to it that these writings were divulged and cast into the fire.”501 The reading aloud of the books destined for burning thus justified the deed. The whole process enacted a ritual of triumph intended to inflict fear on the population and incite them against people who continued to practise magic. As such, it is probable that the reader may have decided to read aloud only those statements which insinuated the crime associated with magic books. According to the public reading, the books included advice on how to cause civil riot, how to force a woman to have intercourse against her will, and how to commit and to conceal adultery and murder. This suggests that the books again seem to be full texts rather than just magic spells. We will see in section 3.6 that similar charges are found in legendary conversion accounts of magician-philosophers who burn their books. Even in rhetoric-schools in the West topics of an unrealistic, extremely violent nature were popular at the end of the first century.502 At any rate although Christians could also occasionally be charged with having recourse to magic, the magic books here in this late fifth-century text came to be associated only with pagans.

The fate of the books owned by the pagan Chrysaorius of Tralles indicates that the Life of Severus made no difference between pagan and magic books. Chrysaorius was forced to flee the city because he was accused of assisting a number of “magicians” from Iran in stealing church property. He took it as proof of his religion’s superiority that his “books of magic” had not been burnt despite the allegations against him:503

After he decided to return to his homeland, he hired a ship onto which he loaded all the magic books he had reportedly acquired at a considerable cost in gold, according to well-informed individuals. He also embarked the law books and most of the silver objects he owned, as well as his children and their mother, who was his concubine. He ordered to set sail at the moment he and many other persons thought favourable, after he had consulted some treatise on magic, the movement of the stars, and made his own calculations. He himself had to return to his homeland by the overland route. The ship sailed with the promise of the demons and astrologers that it would be saved with all that it contained. Yet in spite of the magic and magic books, the ship was destroyed, and nothing that Chrysaorius had embarked was saved.

Such stories of sinking ships, as a sign of divine punishment, are a common literary topos in the hagiographical genre.504 The destruction of books demonstrated that the demons contained in these books had been overcome. The passage explicates the range of “magic” books. The Life of Severus divides books into magic books, books of law, and Christian books. Anything which did not fall among the latter two categories seems to have been classified as magic books by the author of this Life. For example, the apparently rational (albeit in this case useless) nautical calculations made by Chrysaorius are attributed exclusively to the realm of magic. As the text implies, such books must have been expensive to acquire. Their content is opposed only to that found in books of law. As a wealthy and learned pagan who owned valuable books, it is likely that Chrysaorius intended to rescue all his books from the Christian mob and the local authorities.

Hall correctly notes that a comparison of three stories from the Life of Severus indicates that the text applied the categories of magical and pagan indiscriminately to people.505 The narrative seems to have applied both categories to books similarly without discrimination. This seems to be the case in the tendentious conversion story of Paralius of Aphrodisias, in which Zacharias attempts to debunk the efficiency of pagan miracles. Paralius studied under the grammarian Horapollon, who was “full of admiration for demons and magic.”506 Paralius was alienated from his circle after a visit to his brother Athanasius at the Enaton monastery. Paralius allegedly came to consider Christian miracles as superior to pagan ones after he had found out that the incubation rites practiced at the Isis temple of Menouthis (close to Canopus) – which involved intercourse with a stone representation of Isis – had failed in the case of the pagan philosopher Asclepiodotus and his infertile wife. The couple instead was advised to adopt one of the priestess’ children. Paralius was physically attacked for doubting the efficacy of the ritual and for assuming that the priestess was a temple prostitute. In retaliation the philóponoi incited the Christian population to march against the temple of Isis and to burn its idols, as well as those in public baths and private houses. These Christians were aided by the authorities, notably by the defensor, who was in charge of conducting religious trials in the city.507 We have seen that the Codex Theodosianus put defensores in charge of following up private accusations related to religious infractions, including book crimes. This highlights the way how Roman authorities collaborated with local Christian groups.

Before receiving baptism, Paralius burnt the invocation formulae to the gods in his possession, books which the following clause significantly counts as “idols.”508 This indicates that destruction of cult statues (iconoclasm) sometimes involved the destruction of books without the latter category being explicitly or distinctly recorded. Paralius, however, continued to be troubled by demons and asked Zacharias for help in this matter:509

I walked over, having with me a Christian book, and I wanted to read a treatise to him, Gregory the Theologian’s homily of exhortation on redemptive baptism. I found him wet with perspiration and quite discouraged after his battle with the demons. He said that he could hardly breathe under the influence of the Christian text. I asked him if he might still have any invocation formulas to the pagan gods. After he had searched his memory, he confessed that he owned papyri (chártes) of that type. Then he listened to me as I said: ‘If you wish to be delivered from the obsession of the demons, throw these papyri into the flames!’ He did this in my presence, and was immediately delivered from the obsession of the demons.

Although the text gives no specific titles, Trombley has noted that by this point the “papyri of that type” can no longer be identified simply with magic books or pagan prayers. Instead, Trombley argues that these burnt papyri might have contained Atticist prayers such as the hymns written by Proclus.510 The book that Paralius allegedly burnt in order to signal and complete his conversion was probably not strictly a magical one. Perhaps the papyri contained poetry that included invocation formulae. At any rate, this passage clearly shows that books were burnt in order to destroy the demons contained in these books and thus to relieve their owner from the diseases that were caused by these demons.

After he had listened to a passage in Gregory of Nazianzus concerning advice to shun all things mundane, Paralius responded that he should from now on embrace divine philosophy. Shortly after, Paralius wrote to his pagan brothers, admonishing them also to follow the one God. Perhaps it again was the philóponoi who had urged Paralius to denounce others. This shows that denunciation could be an effective way to prosecute book-offences.

The Life of Severus illuminates the practice of book-burning, as it does mention Church and state institutions as well as their acting as a religious police force. These institutions are relatively well attested in other sources. As this section has indicated, monastic, semi-monastic and clerical institutions, appealing to the help of state authorities, initiated house-searches to identify and destroy forbidden books, and these books did not only contain magic spells, but also literary texts associated with magic. We will also see in the following section that clerics and ascetics burnt books more often than the state authorities did.

3.5“I Give You Power to Trample on Serpents”

Hagiographical texts tend to emphasise the voluntariness of book-burning. But the line between persuasion and coercion was often elusive. This section will show that there is evidence to suggest that the clergy rather than the Roman authorities were sometimes proactive in enforcing book-burning laws.

Hypatius was abbot of a monastery near Chalcedon in Bithynia in the first half of the fifth century. His life is recounted by his student Callinicus, another eye-witness.While performing divine services along with his brethrens Hypatius noticed that one man smelled like the devil. Although this man is often held to be a sorcerer, there is no clear evidence in Callinicus’ text this was the case. Forced to give answers as to his origin and social position, the man replied against his will that he came from Antioch and had the intention of becoming a Christian. After he had been searched, the man’s Artemis-belt was burnt. As the belt failed to ignite, Hypatius personally trampled on it, tearing it into little pieces and mixing it up with dirt before throwing it into the latrines.511 Hypatius further demanded: “If you want to become a Christian, bring me the papyrusscroll of yours and all your curious things”85. The term “curious things” (períerga) is the same as the one found in the Acts to describe the content of books that were burnt in Ephesus. To ensure that he would comply the anonymous man was taken in custody by one of Hypatius’ brethren but managed to escape forced conversion and the destruction of his book. While much of the hagiographical discourse on book-burning seems to be based on literary topoi, I would agree with Trombley that conversion often involved the destruction of written material which was obviously not in accordance with Christian faith.512

Zealous Christians, often supported by authorities, sometimes burnt books as part of a violent spectacle. They burnt books along with other religious objects, primarily cult statues. In 402, Gaza’s most famous temple, the Marneion, where Zeus Marnas was worshipped, was destroyed along with other temples and burnt to the ground. In the wake of this religious struggle, houses were searched, just like in Antioch, in order to find both cult statues and books:513

After this, houses were also searched. For there were many statues in most courts, and from those that were found, a part was thrown in the fire, another part cast in sewers. They also found books filled with magic, which they call holy and from which they perform rites and other unlawful things; they tolerate that these things are equal to their gods.

Sarefield here thinks that the books presumably burnt in the Life of Porphyry included not only magical but also other pagan books.514 The author of the life clearly thought of pagan religious texts (ritual books) as magic books. The description of their houses indicates that these pagans were rich. The general historical value of this hagiographical source, however, has frequently been questioned. Rapp largely follows MacMullen in questioning the face value of the source and even the existence of its protagonist, but both scholars regard many of the historical details as trustworthy. In this case doubts appear to have risen due to the different redactions of the extant text. The Greek and Georgian versions were developed from a common Syriac source, perhaps in the sixth century. In this process, the original text was probably reworded.515 But the text must have appeared realistic to contemporary readers and therefore allows us to learn about “the general ways things happened.”516 Based on an extensive discussion of its historical accuracy, Barnes recently suggested that the text is a forgery from no earlier than the sixth century and probably from the age of Justinian, although perhaps based on a fifth-century source.517 Narratives of book-destruction appear with relative frequency in hagiographical texts from the age of Justinian.

It has been assumed that John Chrysostom, at that time bishop of Constantinople,was responsible for ordering the temples of Gaza to be destroyed.518 To be sure, John’s career at that time was in shambles, but still it is reasonable to think he played some role in the events – if the Life of Porphyry is reliable here. John’s polemics, as we will see, represented the extremist position that Christians should ideally not read anything pagan and he often condemns ancient philosophy. He equates some philosophical schools with magic. If the historical discourse of the Life of Porphyry is correct here, then it was mostly the angry Christian population that was involved in these house-searches, helped by the soldiery.519 They may not have taken the time or have lacked the literary skill to make a thorough decision between suspicious books. This incident again shows that zealous Christians collaborated with Roman authorities in burning books.

The practice of searching private dwellings for prohibited or questionable texts is a recurrent theme in hagiographical texts. For example, Shenoute of Egypt, abbot of the White monastery (near Souhag), was the leader of a group of monks intending to wipe out the visible remainders of paganism. In the fragments of his works (as far as they are published), the destruction of cult statues and sanctuaries in upper Egypt went hand in hand with the destruction of pagan books on two occasions. It is pertinent that according to one source this violence was directed against a “book full of all magical arts” which could have been among the other objects of value that were brought to the White monastery.520 According to another source, related to a different event, Shenoute had pagan books destroyed but there is no hint these contained magic. Instead, it suggests that, with regard to the pagan Gesius of Paphos, “we have taken away all books from the house of this impious person.”521 Two more sources allude to this house search and the subsequent act of destruction without mentioning explicitly that books were destroyed.522 This could indicate that book-destruction was less likely to enter the historical record than other acts of cultural vandalism performed by zealous Christians. Alan Cameron proposed that the owners of these houses were Greek-speaking members of the elite who were educated in the classics and lovers of classicizing art.523 The implication is that there was an underlying social conflict. While this is certainly true, it can also be argued that Shenoute was primarily interested in the eradication of pagan philosophy. He composed polemical invectives against pagans, particularly philosophers. To him, the charges of paganism and heresy were closely associated to each other.524 He surely had no intention to stamp out classical culture (although it is possible that a few classical texts were burnt during this process), but it is likely that philosophical treatises disagreeing with the Christian world view would have ended on a bonfire if discovered during his searches.

Shenoute’s monastery was built from temple spoils, including hieroglyphic inscriptions.525 Winter notes that Shenoute described what these hieroglyphics look like, but showed no indication of being able to understand them except for their power to condemn souls.526 Zacharias’ Life of Severus reports that local Christians conducted a thorough search in a house in Canopus storing pagan inscriptions (which were probably hieroglyphic), noting that all demons and idols were removed for destruction.527 To celebrate their destruction, these zealous Christians quoted a line from the Gospel of Luke: “And the seventy returned again with joy, saying, ‘Sir, even the devils are subject to us through thy name;’ and he [Jesus] said to them, ‘I beheld Satan as lightning fall from heaven. Behold, I give you power to trample on serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy, and nothing shall by any means hurt you.’”528 Cyril of Alexandria uses the same rhetoric in a polemical digression against Greek philosophy and music.529 Zacharias links the passage to the Christian parable of the harvest, which Prudentius also used as a picture for the dissemination of the gospel on the expense of other literature as we have seen in section 3.3. This polemical rhetoric shows that the destruction of writing was thought to destroy the demons contained in these writings and thus to combat their contagious pollution.

Holy men also eradicated pagan articles in rural areas. In sixth-century Lycia, a hagiographical life, probably written by a student of the saint, narrates the deeds of Nicholas of Sion (not to be confused with the bishop Nicholas of Myra, legendary model for Santa Claus). Blum has convincingly argued that this hagiographical account, written in plain and simple Greek, is reliable in terms of demographic and institutional details.530 Much of Nicholas’ celebrity in the area was based on his miraculous fight against an evil tree. People from the small town of Plakoma came to Nicholas to seek his help against this evil tree, possessed by a demon and polluting both human beings and crops. Nicholas promised to investigate the matter and, upon closer examination, found that there were certain marks on the tree. No one from the populace – a total of 300 had arrived excited to watch Nicholas’ deeds against the tree – was able to provide a reasonable explanation other than that “a long time ago” a man had tried to cut down the tree but was slain by the demon. After three hours of prayer, Nicholas finally came to the resolution that it was necessary to cut down the tree. It is counted among the greatest miracles of Nicholas that he was able to get hold of enough woodcutters to saw the tree up into little pieces and ensure that the demon was overcome.531 Such cutting down of evil trees is amply attested for as a practice in both parts of the former empire.532 The episode illustrates the thoroughness with which pagan remains were done away with in sixth-century rural areas. Moreover, I suggest that the marks described in this tree may have been letters. It is likely given the location and the cultural-historical context that the tree was dedicated to some tutelage spirit whose name may have been engraved in the tree. This conclusion can be arrived at because if the marks were merely a symbol, the rustics would more easily have identified its meaning. Excepting the clergy, the rustics are described as involved in manufacturing and there is no indication that they were literate. While I have argued in this section that in hagiographical sources there is a clear overlap between magical books and pagan books in general, this passage again shows that people thought that the demons were contagious and the cause of all sorts of diseases. We will see this justification again in the next section.

3.6Individuals Renouncing their Past

Having discussed the reported cases of zealous Christians deliberately burning books to create a spectacle and to ward off demons, I will now survey the incidents of voluntary book-burning attested in Christian literature in order to argue that in the Christian imagination magic books were often placed on a par with or considered identical to philosophical books in these contexts. Obviously, these incidents are very different from those that I have discussed so far. There is no government or any other agency involved in any individual decision to burn books that are privately owned. These incidents need therefore to be understood as purification rituals rather than as acts of censorship. The owners usually burnt books to demonstrate that they had renounced their past. As I have already established, burning magical books had powerful political, social and religious connotations and the act itself could take on the performative aspects of a ritual. On the other hand, in most cases there was some kind of external persuasion involved.

There are conversion stories where magicians are reported to have burnt books either voluntarily or under the encouragement or direction of a saint. Their efficacy as an example relied on their depiction of the magician themselves becoming a saint, something designed to compel other sinners to recant and repent. As is the case in narratives of this type, there is a thematic and stylistic consistency which means that they can be considered to depend and build on each other and therefore make use of literary topoi. However, these recurrent themes and tropes arose from real life applications and examples. The questions this section will investigate are, then, what genres of books, if any, are mentioned as books owned by magicians and what proven cases are known where converts actually burnt their books?

The Acts of Lucianus and Marcianus could be the first example (after the Acts of the Apostles) of both this symbolic appropriation and the conversion stories that came to be associated with the narrative of book-burning. According to these Martyr Acts demons summoned by the two fail to trick a Christian virgin into intercourse. Because of its failure, Lucianus and Marcianus disavow their magical art and publicly burn their books (codices suos).533 They went on to allegedly suffer martyrdom, being burnt alive in the age of Decius (249–251). These Martyr Acts link magical, demonical art to pagan identity (errore gentilitatis).534 The publicity of the event is a decisive factor both here and in cases of coerced book-burning. This text again shows the link between the burning of books and the burning of bodies. Both events ensured that these individuals had vanquished their demons and were granted a status of holiness.

Similar themes emerge in the much more popular conversion narrative of Cyprian of Antioch. In his autobiographical Confessio seu paenitentia Cypriani,535 Cyprian refers to himself as a “magician-philosopher.”536 He had been a member of several ancient cults and was initiated in the mysteries of Mithras and of Demeter.537 Well-travelled and educated, including in Greek philosophy, and having written many books,538it is likely that his knowledge had been acquired during his stay in Greece and Egypt.539 Following the usual narrative of Christian polemical writing (as we shall see in the next section), Cyprian links philosophy to demons, suggesting that they are outwardly decorated but lacking substance.540 As a “teacher of impiety”, he notes that he had many students, that he was also acquainted with astrological and astronomical studies and had associated with the devil.541 The narrative also positions Justina, a Christian virgin, as the cause of Cyprian’s conversion. Because his love spells fail to attract her to a suitor, Cyprian repents of his sins, including having previously burnt Christian scripture.542 Following this, the Christian presbyter Eusebius instructs Cyprian in Christian teachings, starting off with the conversion of Paul and the public burning of books in Ephesus. Having heard this, Cyprian decides to burn his “books of the devil” publicly too.543 Cyprian’s conversion from pagan to Christian was so successful, and complete, that he eventually became bishop and was recognized as a saint after his death.

Reitzenstein has shown that the legend of Cyprian is fictitious and was generated gradually over time.544 Krestan and Hermann have identified three early sources for the legend: Conversio Iustinae et Cypriani, from c. 350; Confessio seu paenitentia Cypriani, datable between 350 and 379; Martyrium Cypriani et Iustinae, datable after 379. Each of these is extant in various late antique translations probably from Greek originals, indicating the popularity of this subject.545 Empress Eudocia penned a poem relating to the legend in the fifth century. The Confessio shows some modifications compared to the other texts. In the earliest version (Conversion), Cyprian brings his books to the bishop and asks him to burn them after the demon told Cyprian he had been overcome by the sign of the cross. It suggests that after the books were burnt, Cyprian also demolished the cult statues in his possession.546 This shows that he destroyed the demons represented not only in material art work, but also in the books he owned. The story includes a mother–daughter conflict: Justina is disobedient as she rejects philosophy in favour of Christianity.547 According to the late fourth-century Martyrium, Cyprian suffered martyrdom during the reign of Diocletian.

The legend was interpreted differently over time. Gregory of Nazianzus refers to the books that Cyprian burnt as “magic books.”548 By contrast, the early fifth-century version of Prudentius, who perhaps deliberately confuses the legendary Cyprian with the famous Christian author Cyprian of Carthage, is slightly different.549 Besides for magic, Cyprian had been known “for his skill in evil arts.” This wording comes close to Prudentius’ depreciation of the rhetorical tradition elsewhere.550 In the prooemium to his versification of the material, Prudentius predicts that every Christian will be reading Cyprian’s Passion “as long as there shall be any book, any collections of sacred writings.”551 I would argue that the line needs to be read as a warning against subversive pagan books as the poet seems to be thinking of books as an endangered species limited largely to Christian content.

The apocryphal Latin Passion of the Apostle James, written probably in the late sixth century, also explains book-burning as a consequence of repentance and the vanquishing of demons. By throwing them into water rather than into fire, one Hermogenes, an enemy of James, destroys such a number of books that his students needed to help him carrying entire book chests. James’ Passion also mentions magic books (collectis libris magicis552), calls Hermogenes a magician (magus),553 and narrates that Hermogenes acts like a philosopher who involves the apostle James into a Christological controversy.554 In the text, to avoid being troubled by demons in the future Hermogenes promises to abstain from reading an unspecified range of books: “I shall throw away all my books, in which there were forbidden, presumptuous things, and I shall renounce all the arts of the enemy.” As with other conversion stories, Hermogenes is advised to destroy his books along with cult statues and divination formulas and henceforward to encourage his former auditors to convert as well (and thus to destroy their books).555 The text therefore develops and echoes the themes shown in Cyprian’s story.

Summarising these aspects, it is clear that the destruction of books and of cult statues served similar purposes. If individuals burnt their books, they got rid of the demons that had previously assisted them. They were henceforward aided only by God. The theoretical underpinning of this view is found in Augustine’s City of God. According to this work devils or demons are spiritual beings which float around in the air and thereby contaminate human beings.556 Demonic books can therefore be contagious. Because Augustine had probably read the Latin poet Lucretius, he may well have borrowed this contagion theory from the Epicurean theory that diseases, such as the plague, are caused by “seeds” (semina), which are floating in the air and often produced in tropical regions.557 Moreover, Augustine suggests that fire has the ability to burn not only human bodies, but also the aerial demons.558 This means that individuals were able to destroy the demons that possessed them and therefore to avoid hellfire. Among monastic-ascetic communities, book-burning was thought to be salutary for the greater community because demons were contagious and keen to drag people into hell.

The Greek Life of Barlaam and Ioasaph, which appropriated some elements of the Buddha-story, links “magic books”559more clearly to pagan books than earlier conversion accounts. It has been thought that this legendary Life was written during the Iconoclastic Controversy of the eighth century as it echoes the polemical positions popular during this age. However, it is now thought to be from the tenth century.560 In it, the saint Ioasaph gives an interesting speech in which he explicates the “books of superstition”561 as being of poetical content, narrating about child abuse, a common polemical stereotype for the pagan poetical genre.562 At the same time, Theudas, a pagan who burns his books, is aligned with the “Chaldean race”, magic, Babylon and the art of philosophers and orators, who are “puffed up with pride.”563 In its echo of themes and tropes common to the genre, therefore, it can be supposed that this Life is building on a long tradition of literary topoi. It is therefore worth having a look at non-legendary conversion accounts.

Is there evidence outside the hagiographical genre that magician-philosophers converted, burnt their books and became important clerics or even saints? In section 3.4, we have already seen that in the narrative of the Life of Severus Paralius was advised to burn any papyri containing invocations in his possession. Moreover, in the context of his sermon in which he says that a mathematicus was about to burn his books (section 2.3, above), Augustine calls attention to the fear of the congregation that the convert may wish to hold a clerical position henceforward. In line with the first examples we have discussed, this suggests that it must have been common for pagans educated in this art to be promoted to Church offices after conversion.564 Augustine himself is perhaps the best example because he was a Manichaean before he became a bishop. In his letter to Dioscorus, he compares his previous teaching experience to selling childish things to children, words echoed by John Chrysostom with regard to philosophers and orators which we have already seen.565

In his sermon Augustine goes on to say that although a Christian, this person needed to burn his books to demonstrate his successful conversion: “He brought in his books in order to burn these, on grounds of which he himself was to be burnt” (in hell).566 This shows that he burnt his books in order to avoid the purgatory effects of hellfire. In this case, Augustine also organizes a narrative that tells of a mathematicus who burns his books in the hope of rising through the clerical ranks and is afterwards to be monitored as to his reading interests. Caseau is therefore right to argue that opportune conversions among members of the elite aroused suspicion and it was therefore in the best interest of the convert to show that he now was a genuine Christian.567 As well as stating their conversion, burning suspicious books could have emphasized their commitment. This is supported by other reported cases where converts renounced their past by rejecting the books associated with their prior allegiances. At the beginning of the third century, the important Christian author Origen is said to have “disposed of whatever valuable books of ancient literature he possessed” – not only to get rid of what distracts from studying Christian scriptures, but also to make an ascetic living from the sale.568 We have seen that Arnobius in his polemical work called for the burning of pagan books allegedly to show the bishop that his conversion was genuine.

A similar case from the mid-fourth century is that of Firmicus Maternus who first authored an astrological poem and after conversion wrote a piece of Latin Christian polemics, advocating the violent suppression of any form of deviance (De errore profanarum religionum). While he is respectful towards the philosopher Porphyry in his early work (7.1.1), Firmicus derides him in the latter (13.4–5). Ammianus too reports of the mathematicus Heliodorus,who became instrumental in prosecuting the magic trials under Valens, during which we have seen many books were burnt.569 These examples suggest that people could turn from paganism but yet then carry out verbal and actual persecutions of pagans. A less radical but similar attitude emerges in fifth-century Gaul. At a point when Christianity was firmly established, Sidonius Apollinaris, who had incorporated mythological elements in his early poems (10 –11), completely changed his tone after he became bishop in 469.

It is evident that burning at least the more problematic books in one’s possession (such as astrological poems) was helpful for a clerical career and to facilitate posthumous recognition as a saint but a demonstrable change of attitude helped and this can be no more clearly shown than being firmly against all of the elements that many of these individuals had previously embraced as life tenets. Conversion was possible at any stage of their life. It is interesting in this context that in these conversion accounts, the magicians who burn their books are often equated with philosophers before their conversion. This emphasizes the reward strategies that appear in the legendary conversion stories – both as actual events and as part of their morally didactic message. While the book-burning is depicted as a voluntary act, that coercion existed on legislative, one-to-one, and reward levels should not be doubted.

In the next section I shall argue that a grey area existed between philosophy and magic as much as between philosophy and heresy. I shall continue to discuss this also in the following chapter with special emphasis on materialist philosophies. I would argue that Christian polemical texts doubted the worthiness of certain philosophical ideas and that these texts were appealing to clerics and ascetics. In this context, book-burning was a powerful tool to demonstrate the demonic content of books. The following section continues to discuss the metaphorical language that Christian intellectuals deployed to describe what books meant and what their power was in this period of time.

3.7Philosophy and Magic

We have seen how and why magic books were occasionally destroyed by state authorities, monks and holy men throughout Late Antiquity. One of the most important factors in this process was the progressive banning of magic books by imperial law. It is therefore pertinent that some Christian authors, such as John Chrysostom, tended to equate magical and heretical literature with certain strands of ancient philosophy in their polemical attacks. While this rhetoric is not without precedent in pagan texts, this investigation supports the academic position that notes the contiguity of the language of this imperial legislation to that of important Christian authors, explaining why magical literature was sometimes linked to forbidden investigations into nature in legal language. This investigation also advances the proposition that the philosophical traditions that were linked to magic and heresy were deliberately left unpreserved and that in many Christian communities a refusal to copy them arose. Unless the attitudes of authors like John Chrysostom in this regard were not shared by most other Christians, particularly in monastic institutions that came to be the preservers of ancient literature, this would appear to be an unavoidable conclusion to draw.

John Chrysostom, then, regarded Pythagoras not only as a philosopher and mathematician, but also as a magician, an attitude that conflated these concepts that was not uncommon in the ancient world. For example, John argues that Pythagoras was a “sorcerer and magician” because his students had faith in him and they regarded his teaching to be true even without rational demonstration. Faith, in John’s formulation, is only to rest in the one true God, however.570

In the introduction to the group of homilies on the first letter to the Corinthians, John explains that the apostle Paul converted Greeks in Corinth, aligning magic with philosophy. Because of their intimate acquaintance with pagan philosophy, “the mother of all evils”, Paul was forced to use a different method of conversion to the one he would have applied vis-à-vis “those within the spirit.”571 John criticises these philosophers for always wanting to find something new, for advancing ideas based on arguments (logismoí).572 Such discussions, he notes, that had encouraged dissent and divided the congregation in Corinth were the work of the devil, undertaken to prevent this large and wealthy city “full of rhetoricians and philosophers” from passing over to the truth. Deliberately or not, John here misattributes the scene of book-burning in Ephesus (according to the Acts of the Apostles) to Corinth: “In this city did those of the sorcerers, who repented, bring together their books and burn them, and there appeared to be fifty thousand.”573 He also seems to confuse the value of burnt books in silver denomination with their actual number. It is possible that he altered these figures to lend weight to his argument, but the equation of sorcerers and of philosophers is obvious here.

Maintaining his policy of reinforcing the distinctions between Christian and pagan learning, in his sermon Praise of St Paul John defends Jesus against charges that he was a magician like the pagan miracle-worker Apollonius:574

But why do I say that the magicians and charlatans have perished? Why have all of the temples of the gods been extinguished, that of Dodona and that of Clarus, and all of these evil studios fallen silent and shut down?

The work links the termination of the “magicians” to the suppression of pagan culture and acts of temple destruction. In his reading, the relics of the martyrs and the sign of the crucified Jesus caused the demons to tremble. They are shown to flee the name of Jesus as if it was fire. This shows that John regards fire as a means of purification with which to destroy demons. The text makes it clear that Jesus is separate from the philosophers who are “deceivers”, “the large group of magicians”, and “the wise.”575

Similarly, in an interesting passage, Cyril of Alexandria describes the world before Christianisation as full of temples, idols, demons, divination, oracles and so on, which the gospels had dispersed:576

The wise men have turned away, their councils have become foolish. He [Isaiah] here seems to call prudent either the magicians among the Greeks – for these were called wise men among the Greeks – or perhaps those who have achieved the reputation of wise men among them…

This is a remarkable statement, as it suggests that to Cyril in the early fifth century the polemical term “magicians” was largely synonymous with the Greek philosophers. This makes it likely that bans on magic books could also comprise philosophical books (or books written in certain philosophical traditions), particularly in monastic contexts, where such interpretations were reasonably attractive.

3.8Conclusion

While the first reported incident of Christian book-burning dates back to the Acts of the Apostles, there is no other evidence of this practice during the first two centuries. Censorship laws began entering ecclesiastical legislation when it became systematised by the late fourth century and was purported to derive directly from the apostles. While hagiographical texts must be treated with great caution as historical documents, some patterns emerge. Eastern texts were written for a contemporary audience and do not appear to entirely invent narrations on book-burning. As we have seen, the incident of book-burning in Antioch probably in 555, for example, appears to be confirmed by non-hagiographical testimonials. Most of the evidence for book-burning in the East is related to the age of Justinian or reflects the discourses of this time period (as the Life of Porphyry appears to suggest). Book-burning and persecutions of pagans and heretics are well attested for the age of Justinian. The earlier hagiographical Life of Severus appears to give evidence of book-burning on the basis of eye-witness accounts. However unreliable some of its reports on temple destruction appear to be, it is significant because it mentions authorities (such as the defensores) and religious groups (such as the philóponoi) acting together to find and destroy books. Texts like these are bellwethers for social and cultural dialogue, written to emphasise the religious zeal of their heroes and the wickedness of the pagan way of life.

It is important to note that, while there is little evidence that Roman authorities were proactive in identifying suspicious books, hagiographical texts suggest that the clergy was empowered either to burn books themselves or to notify the Roman authorities of the whereabouts of suspicious books. The underlying social conflict often was one between poor and rich, staged as a fight against pagan elite-culture. Given the range of imperial censorship laws discussed in the previous chapter, Roman authorities were required to follow up on any notification. While there is little evidence for systematic book-searches, denunciation reportedly was an effective tool for the clergy to learn about suspicious books. We have also seen that denunciation, as can be expected, was motivated by reasons such as personal rivalry or jealousy rather than by purely religious reasons.

In reported cases of deliberate book-burning by zealous Christians, magic books predominate as they were believed to be powerful. It was, then, not so much about censorship of books than about eradicating harmful, demonic powers in the world. While this was not uncommon to the ancient world, however, book-burning came to be more commonly practised probably as a result of magic being associated with illegitimate pagan cult practice. It is also evident that the exact content of these books remains unclear to us. There is some evidence to suggest that either full book stacks owned by pagans were destroyed and that the books in question did not only contain magic spells as is the case with John Foulon’s books mentioned by Zacharias. Book-burning is sometimes linked to the destruction of cult statues. It is likely that there were more cases, when cult statues were destroyed along with books, without the latter being explicitly mentioned, as we have seen in the case of Shenoute.

The narrative of these sources suggests that house-searches to find and destroy forbidden books were well-organised. Hagiographical texts depict state authorities, monks and holy men burning books as a strategy in their power struggles (with pagans and within the Christian community) from the fifth century onwards. The evidence is limited to certain regions. Nevertheless, the duration of reported incidents would seem to account for a reduction in interest in keeping and multiplying books on subversive subjects as Christianisation progressed over the course of these centuries. It is even attested that scribes in charge of reproducing books could denounce suspicious texts to Church authorities.

It has also become clear that book-burning was a ritual meant to destroy the demons contained in these books. These demons were thought to have a contagious influence on the owner of the book and potentially on others. They were able to spread diseases and to prevent salvation. The burning of books is therefore linked to the burning of bodies in hellfire. It was meant to be a cure for demonic possession.

Moreover, while there have been ancient precedents to suggest that certain philosophers were characterised as magicians, in Late Antiquity magic and heresy came to be linked more clearly to these philosophical traditions. In the case of heretics, it is particular clear that there was no exact definition, but it all depended on powerful parties arguing that someone else’s opinions, even if long since accepted, were not considered as viable any longer. Heretics were thus not only understood as non-conformist Christians, but occasionally those pagans whose opinions informed Christian-heretical discourse could also be dubbed as heretics in Late Antiquity, as opposed to the modern understanding of the term heresy that is limited to Christians. Along with imperial and ecclesiastical legislation that outlawed magical, heretical and astrological texts, I have argued that within Christian communities an unwillingness arose not only to preserve texts on these subjects but also texts that were related to these genres or were considered the basis for astrological or heretical world-views. Christian polemical discourse and censorship legislation may have somewhat reinforced each other. While treatises and sermons had little impact on public authorities, we have seen that censorship and book-burning laws were often carried out by the clergy which was more likely to agree with ecclesiastical texts than any state authority.

We have therefore seen that Christian authors regarded a number of texts and ideas as devilish, including those pertaining to astrology, magic, divination and pagan philosophy. This does not, however, mean that Christian intellectuals regarded any kind of pagan philosophy as demonical, magical or heretical and as unworthy of preservation. In the next chapter I shall therefore look into what differences and similarities existed between books of astrology (and astronomy), magic, divination and philosophy, what was considered to be helpful, what was considered to be devilish and who defined the line between good and evil.


4Materialist Philosophy

In the previous chapters, I have discussed the reported incidents of book-burning in Late Antiquity, the reliability of sources, the range of texts that could be targeted, and in cases where the evidence presents itself how and why they were targeted. This chapter will analyse the reasons why texts associated with materialist philosophies were vulnerable to destruction. Although in most cases, Roman authorities or zealous Christians burnt magic books, we have seen that the evidence suggests that a broader range of genres could have been vulnerable to destruction – whether deliberately or unconsciously as part of a wider legislative or authoritative remit. In most cases the actual titles of books that were destroyed are unknown. This lack of specificity is not blanket, however. There is one instance in the Life of Severus where titles are mentioned. In this case the books that ended in a bonfire did not contain magical spells, but literary texts related to pagan religion, magic and astrology. I have also noted that some individuals may have burnt philosophical treatises when renouncing their past. When books containing an unspecified range of liberal arts were destroyed in Antioch at the end of the fourth century, it is reported that book owners responded by burning their personal libraries across the Eastern empire and this allegedly caused the death of pagan philosophy. Furthermore, if the information given in the anonymous Life of Symeon is trustworthy, then it appears that state authorities searched out and destroyed books associated not only with magic, astrology, and heresy, but also those containing pagan (religious) texts as well as Epicurean traditions in the East during the age of Justinian. There is evidence that whole libraries owned by pagans were deliberately destroyed during book-searches, notably in the case of Shenoute, who authored treatises specifically against pagan philosophers. Imperial and other censorship laws specifically defined and targeted books on magic, astrology, heresy and philosophical works that were considered hostile to Christianity. The wording of these laws is rather general, and banned texts could include illegitimate inquiries into nature. The evidence suggests that these censorship and book-burning laws were occasionally enforced, albeit with varying degrees of vigour. Books, of course, may have burnt more often than is known from sources.

The main reason of why books disappeared, however, was neglect. As well as a natural process incumbent on the materials involved in the productions of early texts, neglect was sometimes encouraged by exhortation or religious reservation. The deliberate refusal to copy or preserve books can thus be seen as an act of censorship when authoritative exhortation is involved and this refusal is in accordance with the legal norms of that time. These exhortations and reservations can today be discerned in Christian treatises and sermons of Late Antiquity. While it is accepted that many avowedly Christian authors since Antiquity were appreciative of the writings of Plato, I will show that there was general agreement that the old materialist philosophies were fundamentally incompatible with Christian doctrine. The remaining philosophical traditions were often label-led as heretical, magical, or pagan as a result. This is a key point to establish as it links to the idea that books were not so much actively destroyed by burning, but were simply allowed to fall into abeyance by deliberate neglect or refusal to record philosophical traditions that had survived in oral culture. Obvious places were these traditions could have continued to be discussed were the institutes of higher learning, such as academies and gymnasia.

Christian authors of Late Antiquity sometimes perceived classical traditions as competing discourses, but their attitudes were clearly ambiguous and many Christian authors quoted the classics as long as they continued to be instructed in these classical authors in their early education. In this chapter I will show that Christian authors of Late Antiquity were much more concerned about ancient materialist philosophies, especially about Epicureanism, than they were about most other literary traditions of Antiquity. In Late Antiquity Epicureanism was hardly a robust, living tradition. I shall therefore discuss the reasons why there was a persistent Christian debate against this school in particular. We have also seen that there is evidence to suggest that texts associated with Epicurean traditions were allegedly among the books that were searched out and destroyed in the age of Justinian. I shall therefore also argue that the specifically Christian disdain for Epicurean ideas, because of their link to heresy, was potentially serious enough to cause individuals to actually destroy these texts as heretical texts rather than to simply persuade others not to believe in these texts. While it should be clear that criticism and competition between different groups usually does not result into book-burning or censorship, I shall argue that the irreconcilability between Christianity and certain materialist philosophical ideas could actually be the turning point that led individuals either to actively get rid of these texts or to deliberately refuse to copy these in order to prevent their circulation. I shall first briefly introduce the history of materialist philosophy, paying special attention to its continuation into the Roman period and the transmission of related texts. I shall then give an outline of the possible conflicts that evolved around the spread of Christianity in the early centuries and finally discuss the ongoing Christian engagement with these philosophical ideas in the late fourth and early fifth centuries. In doing so, I shall point to rhetorical strategies that Christian authors (for example, Augustine) employed to align certain philosophical texts with the illegal areas of astrology, magic and divination, arguing that a broad consensus was established to dismiss materialist philosophical ideologies as dangerous to the unity of Christianity. Its ideological and cultural censuring can be positioned as having a negative influence on the survival of, and interest in, these philosophical traditions.

4.1Materialist Philosophies in Late Antiquity

According to Whitehead, the European philosophical tradition after Antiquity is a footnote to Plato. Yet contrary to the perception that Platonism is the zenith of ancient philosophy, Platonism in fact enjoyed relatively little status and intellectual currency during the first centuries AD, emerging only as the dominant philosophical school from the third century onwards. Literary and epigraphic evidence suggests that up until the early third century, the Stoics and Epicureans were the dominant philosophical schools, especially among the cultural elites.577 These strands originated in the age of Hellenism and often built on pre-Socratic philosophical ideas. While often associated with old philosophers like Epicurus (341–270), it is more persuasive to think of these schools as an ongoing tradition. The reasons for their institutional decline during the third century are unclear for want of sources.578 It seems that, unlike Christianity, members of these philosophical schools had little to answer to the military and economical turmoil during the third-century crisis. Nevertheless, it is also unclear how long these philosophies continued to be alive in the sense of a cultural tradition.

Within the context of these philosophical ideologies, Platonism can be positioned as an idealistic philosophy, placing the mind as superior to the material world. By contrast, the Stoics and Epicureans may be considered materialist philosophies. Although there are other authors and schools which shared similar views in Antiquity, in this book I will use the term materialist philosophies primarily in relation to these groups. Both of these schools often focused on natural philosophy whose enquiries into nature and the material principles underpinning reality foregrounded their interest in the material world. By contrast, and at times in competition with these views, early Christian authors focused on idealistic issues, stressing the importance of God and of the soul of men.

As a consequence of the circumstances outlined above regarding the survival of ancient texts there is little representative extant writing of these dominant philosophical schools from the age of Hellenism and the Roman imperial period. It is probable that most of the original texts by ancient materialist philosophers would have already been lost in pre-Christian times (that is before the fourth century). Where Christian authors quoted these philosophies it is therefore likely that they were relying on secondary quotations. In the case of the Epicureans, the extant ancient writings, such as Cicero’s De natura deorum, tend to criticise and reject Epicurean philosophy both for its perceived moral hedonism and its physical explanations. Nevertheless, Cicero attested the popularity of Latin works written in the Epicurean tradition in Italy.579 Our view is thus likely distorted by the dearth of writings that endorse this philosophy, although Epicurus himself and his school had often been received as controversial.

An exception to this proposition is the work of the Stoic philosopher-emperor Marcus Aurelius that is extant today. The Villa of the Papyri in Herculaneum near Pompeii, buried under the ashes of the Vesuvius since the first century AD, has revealed fragments of approximately 1,800 papyri scrolls by the local Epicurean philosopher Philodemus. Diogenes Laertius probably in the mid-third century AD wrote a history of philosophy that contains quotations from the old philosophers (including Epicurus) that indicate a primary knowledge of the relevant texts. Epicurean texts still circulated at the end of the second and well into the third century. A papyrus from the Egyptian countryside, probably from the late second century AD, confirms this as does a second-century inscription from Turkey.580 There are even a few testimonials about rivaling pagan groups burning Epicurean books, or recommending these books to be burnt, from the late second to early third century.581 However, it must also be noted that philosophy in Antiquity, similarly to the doctrines of some mystery religions, had mostly been the realm of a minority of initiates. Disseminating these ideas in writing was not always considered to be appropriate, and we therefore have to assume that, despite the availability of certain philosophical texts, many ideas circulated orally rather than through mass-produced writings. This is consistent with the view that, while there was something like professional book publishers, most books of lesser importance circulated as private copies, especially in Late Antiquity.582 At this point, the oral culture was still in competition with the written.

In the Latin corpus, Seneca’s lengthy Stoic treatises are among the few philosophical texts still extant. Although many other titles of Latin tragedies are known and at least some of his tragedies were probably written by someone else, Seneca is the only author whose tragedies have survived. His survival can be attributed to his appreciation by Christian readers. To the Christian apologist Tertullian, writing at around 200, he was “often our Seneca.”583 Similarly, in the fourth century Jerome inserted Seneca in his catalogue of Christian authors, attesting to a collection of letters allegedly exchanged between Seneca and the apostle Paul.584

However, in an important article, Schmid argued against the assumption that Epicureanism was dead in the fourth and fifth centuries; in fact, it is possible that even original writings by Epicurus circulated in the second half of the fourth century.585 Schmid has not taken into account the evidence provided by Suidas, attesting that Marcianus, a Christian presbyter in Caesarea in Cappadocia in around 479, became acquainted with Epicurean traditions under the emperor Zeno (474–491) and was therefore considered a heretic as having secret foreknowledge on the movements of the stars. This is important because it shows that the idea that the movements of stars and planets was caused by mechanical principles rather than by divine arrangement continued to exist at least well into the late fifth century and was clearly associated with Epicurean atomism, divination and heresy.586 Marcianus was a member of the imperial family and he apparently used his foreknowledge to support his rebellion against Zeno as did others at that time, as we have seen in section 2.6.587 This again shows that Epicureanism was closely linked to astrology from a Christian perspective. Investigating this, I will argue that there is evidence that Epicurean and other materialist philosophical traditions, albeit marginalised, were still known in Late Antiquity. This is to prove my point that treatises associated with these traditions could well have circulated in the sixth century and that the anonymous author of the Life of Simeon is therefore right that these books were searched out and destroyed in the age of Justinian, as we have seen in section 2.8.

An important testimonial on the survival of Epicurean texts is a letter by the last pagan emperor and Neoplatonic philosopher Julian (361–363). He ordered that pagan priests should not read the philosophical works of Epicurus and Pyrrho, attributing it to the good will of the gods that most books by the Epicurean and Pyrrhonic philosophers had perished already in his time.588 With regard to the works of Pyrrhon, Eusebius of Caesarea says that this philosopher had himself left nothing in writing.589 This indicates that Julian was thinking of philosophical schools rather than of the works by the school founders themselves. Taken at face value, Julian’s statement implies that the works of these philosophical schools were not entirely lost at that time, especially since at least some of the large libraries of Antiquity still existed. Julian would hardly have felt it necessary to bar people from reading literature that did not exist anymore.

While Alan Cameron brought forward evidence that pagans and Christians studied the same texts of classical authors in the West of the late fourth and fifth century, he also came to the conclusion that the last pagans of Rome, unlike their Christian peers, were interested in some of these old philosophies. Macrobius, author of a book on pagan antiquities, and Servius, commentator of Vergil, display knowledge of natural philosophy, for example, albeit probably based on secondary quotations (especially from the late antique philosophers Plotinus and Porphyry). Similarly, pagan senators such as Praetextatus and Nicomachus Flavianus demonstrate considerable philosophical expertise and interest and refer to pagan religious writing and old philosophers such as Epicurus, although this too is probably from secondary quotations.590 Marius Victorinus, however, a rhetoric professor who taught senators, translated the original Aristotle and Porphyry from Greek to Latin in Rome of the mid-fourth century before he converted and devoted himself to theology; but there is no firm evidence that Greek philosophical texts were studied in late fourth-century Rome.591

The only piece of Epicurean philosophy that survived as a whole is the Latin poem On the nature of things (De rerum natura), authored by Lucretius in the first century BC. The transmission of this work was fortuitous as it was apparently based on a single copy, of unknown origin, from around 800.592 Lucretius gave a popular version of Epicurean philosophy, designed to be received by a broader audience, conflicting with the traditional view that philosophy was to be made known only to the selected few. He followed the Epicurean teaching that the universe consists of atoms, which are invisible, impartible, uncreated and mechanically moving in the infinite (1.483–634). The universe is indefinite, not intelligently designed and has an infinite number of centres that attract bodies because of their weight (1.998–1082). There are different but limited types of atoms, with each type existing in infinite number (2.333–568). Within the universe void and time exist (1.265–482). The atoms are dragged down to earth because of their weight (2.184–332). The world as we know it came into existence with the clash of atoms (5.416–508). He also proposed the theory of evolution by natural selection (5.772–1457). As a consequence, Lucretius argued against religious fear of gods (religio), because gods have neither created the world nor are they the cause for any intimidating natural phenomena, such as lightning, vulcanism and the plague, which are more properly explained as natural occurrences (5.1161–6.1286). A significant impact on Latin authors, Lucretius’ work was probably based on contemporary scientific handbooks as well as recent Epicurean philosophers.593

It is probable that Lucretius was read until the fourth century. Christian authors of Late Antiquity, such as Arnobius and Prudentius, imitated Lucretian style and borrowed from his ideas. Lactantius and Jerome also both refer to Lucretius but as a possessed madman.594 However, there is no firm evidence that Lucretius continued to be read after c. 400. Isidore of Seville still mentions him in the seventh century, but he was based only on second-hand sources, that is the polemics of earlier ecclesiastical authors.595

There is also a virtual silence on Lucretius throughout the Middle Ages until the Renaissance scholar Poggio discovered a manuscript in a German monastery in 1418, probably in Murbach.596 He had been granted papal permission to search for lost books “in the libraries or rather dungeons of the Germans.”597 As a result of this chance discovery and the dissemination of Lucretian ideas, many modern philosophers, scientists or poets became influenced by this school of thought, notably Giordano Bruno and his student Vanini, Galileo (while the first two were burnt alive for heresy and magic, the latter was held in year-long custody), Newton, Rousseau, Voltaire, Kant, Nietzsche and Marx. Newton, for example, traced his gravitational theory to Anaxagoras, Pythagoras, Epicurus and Lucretius, and he worked through the idea of the Epicurean swerve of atoms (Lucr. 2.216–62), which later influenced Einstein.598

There are some other indications that non-Platonic philosophical traditions survived in Late Antiquity. Schouler’s very extensive study on the pagan literary tradition in Libanius (c. 314–393), the pagan city-rhetor of Antioch, found that throughout he occasionally mentioned ancient philosophers otherwise now lost (p. 515–18, 561–2) and quoted classical poets and prose authors, such as historians. Libanius also often describes pagan cult traditions in different regions (p. 696–745). Interestingly, while his work reflects discourses on natural philosophy and scientific explanations (p. 776–802) most of the old philosophers are mentioned only in enumerations and anecdotal allusions. The exception is Pythagoras, whose doctrines appear to be still studied, and Protagoras, whose writings are occasionally quoted (p. 516–18). Schouler concluded that Libanius was informed by secondary transmission, probably from exercise books used in his school rather than via exposure to the original writings (p. 572). Similarly, Maas collected evidence for the ancient authorities quoted by John the Lydian in the age of Justinian (527–565).599 With regard to ancient philosophy, John was demonstrably relying on secondary references, primarily from a first-century neo-Pythagorean compendium rather than the original texts.600 Moreover, while it is difficult to accurately ascertain which pagan authors were known to Augustine, it seems that, besides classical authors, he was acquainted with texts less known, for example Stoic semiotics.601 As I shall argue in the next section, the reason for the eventual decline of materialist philosophies had to do with the rise of Christianity.

4.2Christianity and Ancient Materialist Philosophy

During the first centuries, Christian proselytizers disseminated their ideas in the Forum and other public places in direct competition with contemporary philosophers, especially from the Stoic and Epicurean schools. I shall argue that this disagreement and competition informed the desire of late antique Christian authors to get rid of these traditions. In direct, competitive public and ideological competition, we will see how early Christian apologists worked to position these philosophical schools as the origin of heresy in the world and as literary traditions that were inspired by demons. It is likely that early Christian monastic movements were also involved in competition with similar pagan movements, like the Pythagorean and Cynic. For example, in the biblical Acts of the Apostles, Paul has discussions with materialist philosophers in Athens:602

Then certain philosophers of the Epicureans, and of the Stoics, encountered him. And some said, ‘what will this babbler say?’, others, ‘he seems to be a setter forth of strange gods: because he preached unto them Jesus, and the resurrection.’

Continuing, Paul emphasises the uselessness of pagan religion and of religious statues in view of the Final Judgment and Resurrection. It is productive to read this verse against his Letter to the Colossians: “Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, after the tradition of men, after the elements of the world, and not after Christ.”603 Much scholarly debate has centred on the meaning of the “elements of the world” in this context and which vain philosophy Paul was alluding to. The various interpretations can be broadly divided between Jewish-Gnostic, Hellenistic Syncretism and Hellenistic Philosophy.604

While I cannot answer this question in its biblical context, my argument is that later Christian authors like Augustine interpreted this verse as referring to ancient philosophies, especially the old materialist philosophies of the Stoics and Epicureans. While Augustine was appreciative of Platonic philosophy and frequently endorses Platonic views in the City of God, he discouraged the average Christian from acquaintance with materialist philosophies. This is clear in his interpretations of the Letter to the Colossians: “A Christian educated only in the literature of the Church” may be unaware even of the Platonists, but this should not hold him back from reading the Platonists, although only insofar as they agree with Christian theologians on God, the soul, and created nature.605 He should, he warns, certainly beware of the materialist philosophies because they oppose creation. In doing so, Augustine quotes from the Letter to the Colossians:606

He will, however, beware of those who practise philosophy ‘after the elements of the world’ and not after God, by whom the world itself was made. For he is admonished by the precept of the apostle, and faithfully hears what has been said: ‘Beware lest anyone spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, after the elements of the world.’

This shows that philosophical views on the origin and physical consistence of the world if opposed to the biblical creation account were considered most inappropriate. Augustine further argued that philosophical views underpinning the Christological controversies of Late Antiquity were similarly inappropriate for the Christian reader. In the context of describing the apostles having triumphed over the philosophers, Augustine thus notes that there are “only a very few of the learned or unlearned left” who do not believe in incarnation (which was in accordance neither with atomistic materiality of the soul as posited by the Epicureans nor with Pythagorean transmigration of souls). Augustine goes on to say that the incarnation of Jesus “those with whom we are dealing refuse to believe.”607 This statement suggests that Augustine regards as his adversaries people who still put forward ideas from materialist philosophy. It is interesting to note that he had similar concerns about the mathematici.608 This again shows that a grey area existed between these groups.

The conflict is clear: where materialist philosophers did not believe in the possibility of incarnation and resurrection, Jesus’ resurrection had overcome the death barrier. In doing so, he had redeemed Christians from the life–death cycle, as is noted in the Letter to the Galatians:609

Even so we, when we were children, were in bondage under the elements of the world: But when the fullness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law, to redeem them that were under the law.

I have demonstrated that Christian authors borrowed from Plato in using (Greek) children as a periphrase for ancient philosophers and their followers. But in the immediate context, the metaphysical origins of the conflict are clear. In the Second Epistle of Peter, it is argued that these elements (the physical substance of the material world) will melt for the Second Coming of Christ:610

But the day of the Lord will come as a thief in the night, in which the heavens will pass away with a great noise, and the elements will melt with fervent heat; both the earth and the works that are in it will be burned up. Therefore, since all these things will be dissolved, what manner of persons ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness, looking for and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be dissolved, being on fire, and the elements will melt with fervent heat?

This eschatological aspect of Christianity was popularly adopted in Late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages, when the fall of the Roman Empire, military invasions and natural disasters all contributed to a pervading feeling that the end of the world could be near. According to this interpretation, Christ becomes actual substance. It implies a literal reading of the biblical text (cf. Col. 2:17).

In their drive to distinguish between orthodoxy and competing discourses as heretical, Christian authors positioned themselves within this dialectic from early on, while often excluding philosophical elements as forbidden. In particular, to many Christian authors, the biblical figure of Simon Magus served as the prototype for illegitimate writing associated with heresy and magic. An example of this, from the late second century is the apologist Irenaeus who attributed the then popular Gnostic systems to the works of Simon Magus, “from whom all heresies derive their origin.”611 In the Acts of the Apostles it is alleged that Simon took money in exchange for curing people with the aid and in the name of the Holy Spirit when in fact he had used “sorcery” to effect his cures.612 Simon himself was also charged with having borrowed from philosophers such as Empedocles.613 This means that he resorted to demons to provide miracle-healing in competition with Christianity.

Some of the first Christian authors even went as far as to exclude classical authors from their discourse of orthodoxy. For example, Justin Martyr (d. in around 165 at Rome) felt persecuted by the demons/gods of poetry as causing heresy, while feeling pity for the readers.614 His student Tatian believed that the universe is governed by God and therefore linked alternative explanations to the influence of demons: “How can I believe someone who says that the sun is a red-hot mass and the moon an earth?”615 Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons in the second century, claimed that his Christian adversaries had borrowed ideas from comic poets and from ancient, particularly Pythagorean and Epicurean philosophers, with their concepts of atoms and the vacuum,616 and as such were to be burnt in hell.617

Having been established, this dialectic was reinforced over a clear trajectory of similar judgments and pronouncements. Half a century after Justin, Tertullian in North Africa formulated the locus classicus for the mutual imbrication of heresy and ancient philosophy, and their clear distinction and division from Christianity: “What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem, the Platonic Academy with the Church, heretics with Christians?”618 He explicitly aligned this judgment with the above-quoted statement on philosophy after the elements of the world in the Letters to the Colossians, restating the Christian position in the biblical text. Therefore, “heresies themselves are adorned with philosophy.” In this context, the Platonic, Stoic and Epicurean philosophies were each aligned with heretical groups: “The same material is reconsidered by the heretics and the philosophers; the same repeated discussions are involved.”619 However, it must be noted that all these Christian authors were themselves highly educated and may have thought differently about the usefulness of these philosophies than they publicly announced in writing. Rather than eliminating philosophy from religious discourse they wanted to put obsolete questions aside.

These cultural and ideological distinctions became increasingly reinforced as Christian hegemony increased, while on the other hand Christian authors started to integrate into their theology some of the opinions of ancient philosophers, such as Plato. For example, an early fourth-century passage from Athanasius of Alexandria links “magical” and philosophical “Greek” books to prove the divinity of Jesus. Athanasius is therefore an example of a Christian author who demonises books as carriers of evil literary traditions. In his sermon on incarnation, Athanasius condemns “idolatry, the whole army of the demons” which he explains as being “the whole of the magical art and the whole of the wisdom of the Greeks.” To Athanasius, it is a divine mission to persuade “those who previously worshipped idols” to smash them and to make “those who admired the magical treacheries […] burn the books written on this art.” Significantly, Athanasius suggests that “even the philosophers prefer the interpretation of the gospels to everything else” and give up what they previously admired.620 In the beginning of this speech Athanasius specifically singles out the Epicurean school of philosophy because of its incommensurability with the divine interpretation of creation and providence. Where Christianity attributed everything to God’s will, Epicureans argued that everything is fortuitous (automátos).621 In fact, various Christian authors counted Epicureanism as a heresy because of this reason.622 In context, Athanasius takes a different tack from previous commentators on the Christian−heretic dialectic. Rather than only refuting philosophical texts against the concept of the resurrection, he argues that these discourses are dying out naturally as people are now more interested in fighting the demons. Paganism, he suggests, is dying naturally.623

In his work Against the Pagans (c. 303), the Christian apologist Arnobius also followed the polemical discourse of other Christian authors, rejecting the scientific explanations of the material world proposed by philosophers such as the Epicureans in favour of biblical explanations. Writing in immediate response to the Great Persecution, he argues that scientific explanations detract from knowing the truth, namely that God created the world and is responsible for various natural occurrences (2.56–61). Arnobius juxtaposes scientific explanations with magical practices (2.62). This is important because we have already seen that some Christian authors tended to align certain philosophical ideas with magic.

Similarly, in book three of the Divine Institutes Lactantius, Arnobius’ student, refutes many of the old philosophers. Mirroring other Christian authors, he is especially hostile towards Epicurus. Lactantius presents Epicurus’ teaching as based largely on joy/ pleasure (voluptas), suggesting that this is why Epicurean teaching was so successful and positioning Epicurean teaching as opposed to Christian teaching and Epicurus’ natural man opposed to the martyr: “To the man who is incapable of suffering and spoiled, it is said that pain is the greatest of all evils; to the brave man, it is said that it is wise to be happy even under tortures.”624

Lactantius polemicized against Epicurean atomism, because he thought it absurd that atoms (corpuscula) are invisible, limited in number, and by cohesion in varied order and position compose the various objects of the material world, without divine providence (3.17.16–25) or, in modern terminology, intelligent design. He also argued that it was absurd that “they cannot be divided by the edge of any weapon” (3.17.26: nulla ferri acie dissici valeant), suggesting that the existence of atoms undermined the probability of the soul’s afterlife because the soul too would therefore consist of atoms that would perish along with the body (3.17.30–36). If this was the case, people would not need to fear punishments in hell and may as well indulge in joy (3.17.42: inferorum poenas non esse metuendas). Lactantius’ work, then, is significant as it extends the arguments of Arnobius in engaging with the tensions between Christian and pagan discourses and their competition for primacy in the context of the imperial edicts concerning illegitimate texts.

While I have not intended to give a full survey of attitudes of early Christian apologists toward materialist philosophies, it should have become clear that these discourses informed the ongoing rivalry between both groups once Christianity was the state religion and Epicureanism and similar traditions had become somewhat negligible, as I shall argue in the following sections.

Within this context, Augustine has often been positioned as an outstanding representative of Western philosophy. While this is certainly true insofar as one specifically Christian notion of philosophy is concerned and insofar Augustine was a well-educated academic in his age and not infrequently quoted ancient authorities, scholars so far have paid scarce attention to the evidence of Augustine dismissing many other materialistic ancient schools, repeatedly bringing up the idea of the death of their memory. In the following two sections, then, I shall read Augustine’s letter to Dioscorus in order to establish Augustine’s attitude towards non-Platonic philosophy and his discussion of censorship in the eschatological City of God, alongside some other relevant letters and sermons. My argument is that Augustine influentially put forward the view that literary traditions associated with materialist philosophies (and related books as carriers of these ideas) should have no place in Christian society because of their demonic nature.

4.3Augustine’s Letter to Dioscorus

Augustine (354–430) was a Manichaean who became a teacher of rhetoric and grammar. When he converted to Christianity in 386 he stopped teaching, devoting his time to writing 33 treatises against Manichaeism. Later in his life, as his attitude hardened, he criticised his early Christian writings, such as Contra Academicos, as dealing too favourably with Platonic philosophy.625 In his autobiographic Confessions, composed shortly after he became bishop of Hippo Regius in 395, Augustine disapproves of his having previously taught the classics. He did not criticise literacy as such but only becoming acquainted with this skill through introduction in classical poetry.626 He also disapproved of his previous endorsement of Epicurean philosophy.627 This again shows that Manichaeans like the young Augustine were followers of Epicurean traditions. Thus a figure of tensions emerges: on the one hand, a classically educated scholar, a man who had knowledge of pagan philosophies and concepts; on the other, a committed Christian, determinedly opposed to them, excepting Platonic philosophy. As a scholar, he frequently engaged in discussions with pagans and Christians about classical scholarly themes, including classical philosophy. His particular thrust in his various works and letters much depended on the audience or correspondent he addressed. It is therefore important to stress that the passages discussed in this book may appear to be somewhat selected, but I am not aware of any instances where he speaks favourably about materialist philosophies in contexts of the physical understanding of the world.

Augustine’s correspondence with Dioscorus (letters 117 and 118) is among his best known letters, but has hitherto not been discussed as an important polemical attack against Greek philosophical traditions. I shall read this text as a unique document for the circulation of philosophical knowledge in various regions of the Roman Empire at this time as well as its suppression caused by Christianity, arguing that while the opinions of the materialist philosophers were largely – but not completely – forgotten at this time, Augustine was concerned that these opinions continued to inform both pagans and heretics and that he was worried that these ideas could survive in writing or oral tradition.

It is therefore significant that Dioscorus was a wealthy Greek student of around 20 years of age, who had finished his rhetorical studies at Carthage and was about to leave for his parents’ home in Greece. Moreover, as the letters are written in late 410 or early 411,628it is likely that Augustine had been informed about the sack of Rome and had witnessed a first wave of refugees arriving from Italy in Carthage. This is important because there were many pagans among these refugees, who were thus given a strong argument to blame Christianity and the neglect of the victorious gods of Rome for this recent military disaster. He was also continuously involved in the Donatist conflict. His writings at this time therefore are of a more polemical nature than his earlier works. He was polemical towards ancient philosophical traditions, although he was surely more concerned about writings by non-conformist Christians.

In the opening letter (117) Dioscorus expressed curiosity regarding certain interpretations of Cicero’s dialogues, framing his interest as a desire not to appear uneducated in his home country. The letter does not contain the actual questions by Dioscorus, but from Augustine’s answer, it is clear that they concerned Cicero’s works Orator, De oratore, and De natura deorum.629 The first two are rhetorical handbooks, the latter deals critically with pagan religion. There is no reason to think that these works were offensive to most Christians; on the contrary, in the age of Diocletian it had even been proposed to the senate to search out and destroy all extant copies of De natura deorum as if it were a Christian book.630 Dioscorus, however, found it somewhat inappropriate to ask Augustine about the works of Cicero. This shows that he was nevertheless worried that his questions were religiously offensive.

In his reply (118), Augustine confirms Dioscorus’ worries, explaining that the questions were inappropriate not just ideologically and theologically, but also because he had a very busy office as a bishop.631 The repetition of his line of argument indicates Augustine’s determination to hammer his point home into Dioscorus as if in a school lesson: if Dioscorus was concerned about truth rather than admiration by others, he argues, then it would be unnecessary “to know the diversity of opinions from those without”, such as the dialogues of Cicero.632 However, in order to subvert and destroy those previous falsities, errors, those childish, ridiculous, and superfluous things,633 Augustine concedes that it can be helpful to know Cicero’s dialogues. His use of polemical metaphors is intriguing as it demonstrates the range of terms that clerics employed to cast doubt on a text’s worthiness. This knowledge, he suggests, can help a speaker to capture the attention of well-educated people and prepare them for conversion. However, he stresses, moral conduct is more important for this purpose – showing, rather than telling.634 He goes on to note that knowledge of ancient philosophy can also be helpful in defending Christianity against pagans who seek to bring forward arguments against Christianity from the same source. But again, knowledge of and adherence to the truth of Christianity is also sufficient for this purpose too.635 There is less need now to acquire such rhetorical skills and philosophical knowledge than there was in the past, he suggests, certainly as far as discussions with pagans are concerned. As these discussions have died out, he expects Dioscorus is more likely to encounter non-conformist Christians in Greece: the Arians, Eunomians, Macedonians, Cataphrygians “and the other pests.”636

While there is no record of Dioscorus’ initial inquiry, we can surmise the areas and topics that he proposed from Augustine’s reply which infers that he wanted to know about Cicero’s reception of ancient Greek philosophers, including pre-Socratics like Anaximenes, Anaxagoras and Democritus.637 Although Dioscorus, as a member of the upper strata of society, had visited the best rhetoric schools in Carthage, it is telling that he had so far not been able to learn about such areas and therefore needed to consult a Christian bishop, although it must be noted that Dioscorus likely asked Augustine for a letter in order to show off his social connections:638

In Africa you are troubled by no questioner on these matters inasmuch as you cannot find anyone who would be troubled by you, and because of that dearth you are forced to send your questions to bishops for an explanation.

But for all Dioscorus assumes Augustine’s knowledge, Augustine bewails that he does not even have access to books by Cicero at his see:639

For even in that scholarly lightness and in the chairs of rhetoric, they seem to have fallen silent and become numb to the point that people think that such questions should be sent from Carthage to Hippo in order to be explained. But here they are so unusual and utterly foreign that if I wanted to review a text in my concern to reply […], I could not in fact find this book.

Echoing Jerome, Augustine explains that bishops have knowledge of pagan philosophy because of the education they received before conversion. As we have seen, canon law prohibited bishops to read pagan books, but (Augustine says) prior knowledge meant that bishops “tolerated them to remain in their memory”, even though “they would prefer to bury them in utter oblivion, when brought to mind.” This prior knowledge is evident as Augustine frequently borrows from Cicero in his works, perhaps from his memory.640

Augustine admonishes Dioscorus to pay close attention to people who bring forward hidden ideas borrowed from certain ancient philosophers, because these are heretical ideas:641

I beg you to see and hear whether anyone produces anything against us from Anaximenes and Anaxagoras, when not even the ashes of the much more recent and much more loquacious Stoics or Epicureans are warm enough that any spark can be struck out from them against the Christian faith.

In this passage, Augustine appears to be referring to the ashes of the Stoic and Epicureans as writings long lost, alluding to the natural death of their memory.642 Similarly, in 386 or 387, concerning the pagan author Antiochus of Athens, who flourished at the end of the second century AD, Augustine wrote: “the evil thought from the ashes of the Stoics”,643 while Jerome, on the other hand, employs the figure of the “spark” (scintilla) to refer to heretical authors, in the context of searches for books dealing with the beginnings of nature.644 He advises Dioscorus, however, to conceal this knowledge in any other context,645 further noting that the opinions of the natural philosopher Anaximenes have slept for ages, so there is no need to learn these because of “idle curiosity.” However, Augustine appears to be rhetorically downplaying their actual importance since the only reason to be acquainted with these opinions is to be able to refute adversaries. This implies that there was at least theoretical expectation that contemporary pagans could bring up these opinions as counter-arguments against Christianity, probably encouraged by recent resentments against Christianity after the fall of Rome. It is therefore telling that both Anaximenes and Anaxagoras were natural philosophers. Their ideas of substance and of the void, respectively, are the most likely to have served as arguments against Christianity at that time, although it is unlikely that original writings circulated; rather, much of the knowledge of these old philosophies in the West derived from Cicero.646

Augustine assumes that the knowledge of these branches of ancient philosophy was practically lost in his age, distinguishing certain regions. While Rome and Carthage are the “two great cities, masters of Latin literature”, Augustine does not think that ancient philosophical studies are continued in either city: “both here, where you came to learn these matters, and in Rome you have experienced how insignificant they are considered and, for this reason, are neither taught nor learned.” Also, neither city will “annoy you with questions on these points nor care about your nuisances so they listen to your questions about them.” Augustine suggests that the same applies not only to Carthage but to Africa as a whole, noting that the intellectual climate was such that there is not even tolerance concerning persons who wish to learn about philosophy.647 To my mind, this shows that the rhetoricians he alludes to were largely Christianised by the early fifth century.

As to these gymnasia now, Augustine adds that Dioscorus “found them also bare as well and cold to such matters.”648 Augustine is referring to the gymnasia in Greece, Dioscorus’ home country. He may have been downplaying the interest in questions found in ancient natural philosophers: “I am surprised in a degree beyond all expression that you, a young man with such a good attitude, are worried that in Greek and Eastern cities you will have to endure any annoying questioner on these matters.”649 Augustine here is exaggerating the position in order to manipulate Dioscorus. Earlier, in 386, Augustine had noted that philosophers were scarce then and if so these were Cynics, Peripatetics, or Platonists.650 In Athens, however, philosophical debates continued as Neoplatonism had revived from the end of the fourth century onwards, something that Augustine acknowledges. His assumption in this exchange is that Dioscorus may still encounter people in Greece asking questions about Greek philosophy in their own Greek texts, rather than about “certain dismembered and dispersed particles of their teachings, in Latin dialogues.”651 This line indicates that contemporary Greek philosophers regarded Cicero as an epigonic author rather than that they were not interested in pre-Socratic or other old philosophers.

Despite these stated reservations, the upshot is that after a becoming show of reluctance Augustine finally agreed to introduce Dioscorus to the basics of pagan philosophy. The questions Dioscorus asks, he compares to a “dangerous illness of the body”, which requires doctors and medicine. The best way to treat it was a course of the Christian truth in his studies.652 This explains why some philosophical opinions as well as the books that contained these opinions are portrayed as diseases in Christian polemical texts. Augustine lays out the course both of treatment and of study: among the philosophical schools to discuss he lists the Stoics, the Epicureans and Platonists, whilst among the single authors to debate he notes Arcesilaus, Polemon, Xenocrates – school heads of the Platonic academy – and Pythagoras alongside those already mentioned.653 By comparison, Platonism is clearly given credence for coming close to the core aspects of Christianity. Following this prescriptive course, Augustine approaches the subject by systematically dividing the respective tenets of each school into the areas of ethics, physics, and dialectics.654 We will shortly see that it is the area of physics that poses the most problematic differences to Christianity.

On the subject of ethics, Augustine polemicizes against materialism, which previously was popular for the masses in that “fleshly enjoyment” (carnalis voluptas) was given priority over the good of the soul, mentioning the Epicurean tradition.655 He may have been informed not only by Lactantius (as we have seen), but also by Cicero who attests the popularity of a simplified version of Epicureanism among the population.656 In context, Augustine defends the concept of creation out of nothing (3.15) against the thesis of Epicurean causation. He also noted that the Stoics too were wrong because they think that everything in the natural world is bodily, which weakens the good of the soul (3.15). Against these, he argues, Platonists supported the preference of the soul to the body, an idea which comes closer to Christian truth. Historically, he suggests, the Platonists had been less successful (compared to both the materialist philosophies and Christianity) because they lacked “the example of divine humility”, revealed only by Jesus: “Before that example all pride gives way, is broken, and dies in the mind of anyone, who is wildly arrogant.”657

As to the field of physics, Augustine argues that the materialism of non-Platonist philosophical schools is to be condemned as they attribute the origins of nature to atoms (Epicureans) or to the four elements like fire (Stoics). The masses of “foolish” people, he suggests, followed these doctrines as they are drawn to the body. He argues that the Stoics and the Epicureans, unlike Christians, have been unable to recognise immaterial wisdom as the creator of nature.658 Likewise, concerning dialectics, he ridicules the Epicureans and Stoics for regarding the senses, such as touch, smell, hearing, and sight, to various extents, as the source of comprehending truth, whereas the Platonists are endorsed for their suggesting truth to be eternal, unchangeable and to be perceived only by human reason.659 According to Augustine, this controversy had continued through successive periods of time up to the Christian era, which is found, for instance, in the Acts of the Apostles, who had argued against these schools.660He goes on to say that besides the Stoics and Epicureans, there were also many and diverse other, less conspicuous schools continuing down to the Christian era, but the learned men among the Christians had fought against these.661 Thus it is likely that Augustine was alluding to the first to early third centuries, when these philosophies were flourishing. Meanwhile, he suggests, these debates, and especially those by the Epicurean and Stoic schools, are suppressed:662

We see that surely in our age they have fallen silent to the point that in the schools of rhetoric it is now hardly mentioned as much as what their opinions were about. These disputes, however, have been so completely eradicated and suppressed even in the most loquacious gymnasia of the Greeks that if any school of error now emerged against the truth, that is, against the Church of Christ, it would not dare to step forth for battle if it were not covered under the Christian name.

Unlike the earlier John Chrysostom (in the East), then, it is apparent that Augustine perceived ancient philosophies as not any more dangerous except when put forward by non-conformist Christians. This again illustrates that the opinions of materialist philosophers continued to be transmitted in the writings or oral culture of heretical groups rather than in the original writings (at least in the Western part of the Empire). It is also clear that Augustine expected Greek gymnasia as the most likely places where these opinions were still known and discussed. These opinions could easily have been passed on in notebooks owned by students. The only exception to the dearth of philosophical transmission of ideas again is the Neoplatonic school, which in order to survive in the Christian world, needed to adjust its doctrines to the Christians, from Augustine’s eschatological standpoint:663

From this it is understood that those philosophers of the Platonic kind, having changed a few things which Christian discipline rejects, needed to submit their necks piously to Christ, the one invincible king, and to understand that the word of God was clothed with a human being, who commanded and was believed, something that the Platonists feared even to state.

Far from being unanimously accepted, however, Augustine notes that this submission of Platonist thoughts to Christianity had actually resulted into a quarrel within this school under the chairmanship of Plotinus in third-century Rome: “some of them were corrupted by curiosity concerning the arts of magic, while others entered into his army, knowing that the Lord Jesus Christ bore the person of the immutable truth and wisdom, which they were trying to attain.”664 Augustine here is alluding to Iamblichus, Plotinus’ student, who practised theurgy, rather than to Porphyry, who wrote against Christianity and whose books were ordered to be burnt. Throughout his works, then, it can be noted that Augustine had an ambiguous attitude towards Platonism, somewhat in common with other Christian authors. Sometimes he would stress the interchangeability of Platonism and Christianity, and sometimes he condemns this school.665 Augustine also shares with other Christian authors the view that Plato came into contact with the Jewish tradition during his travel to Egypt.666

Nevertheless, Augustine frequently deprecated philosophical schools outside of Platonism, and in accordance with other Christian authors he tends to label Christianity a “philosophy” or “the true philosophy.” In doing so, he usually employs the Latin term sapientia in a Christian understanding as opposed to much of ancient philosophy which he addresses in common derogatory terms, calling it a “false doctrine” or “error.” He notes, however, that he has been able to study a great many different philosophers.667 His attitude towards them, while displaying ambiguity in some areas, in others is quite rigid. Thus it is unsurprising that in his letter to Dioscorus, Augustine, derogatory about other schools,668is most strident about denouncing Epicurean philosophy, and particularly their theories of ancient atomism:669

Epicurus indeed posits in the very beginning of the world only atoms, that is, a certain matter so small that it cannot be divided or perceived either by sight or by touch. And he says that by the fortuitous clash of this matter countless celestial bodies, living beings, souls themselves, and the gods come into existence.

Although it is clear that Epicurus conflicted with Augustine’s views because, according to the Gospel of John (1:1–2), the word of God rather than the atoms existed exclusively in the beginning of the world, his polemics against atomism are intense but not very specific here. The main thrust of his refutation is against Epicurean optics (4.30–31) and he cites divine providence as contradicting the fortuitous clash of atoms (4.31). He also connects materialist philosophy with sin and sexual indulgence: “There exists such a great blindness of minds because of the voracity of sins and the love of the flesh, that even their freaky opinions could waste the leisure of the learned in disputing them.”670

In The Usefulness of Belief (4.10), Augustine gives a more detailed explanation of why Epicurean atomism is fundamentally opposed to Christian faith. Augustine addresses this work to a former Manichaean friend whom he seeks to turn away from heresy. This again indicates the contiguity contemporary Manichaeans were felt to have with the Epicurean tradition. Why Augustine did not introduce these themes in his exchange with Dioscorus is not clear, but it is probable that he considered this knowledge to be unsuitable for Dioscorus on account of his youth and the relatively unset nature of his Christian faith. Augustine’s argument is that we have to trust the authorities, much as we do in school, and that some texts, although initially difficult, repay the time and effort required to engage with them. In this latter context, Augustine sees “three kinds of error to which men are liable when they read.”671 The first kind of error is to accept as true what is written, even though the author himself was aware that it is false. He gives the description of afterlife in Vergil’s Aeneid as an example.

The third kind of error is one that could actually serve to the reader’s advantage as Augustine gives the example of someone who reads that Epicurus praised continence (in accordance with Christian morals) and wrongly assumes that Epicurus believed in virtue rather than in bodily joy as the Supreme Good (this means, for example, that excessive eating and drinking needs to be avoided because it can make people sick rather than because it is morally wrong). The second kind of error certainly is the most detrimental, according to Augustine:672

if someone were to suppose it as true and to be believed that the soul consists of atoms and after death is dissolved into the same atoms and perishes, because Lucretius wrote it. For he is no less miserable if he is convinced in so great a matter that this error is true, however much Lucretius, whose books have deceived him, imagined that.

Augustine outlines that the doctrinal problem with ancient atomism here (as in Lucretius’ De rerum natura) is that it weakens the likelihood of punishments in hell, which in turn serve as a deterrent to commit sin as causing these punishments. Augustine appears to be following the view of earlier apologists that if the soul consists of atoms which after death remain in the material world, then human bodies cannot enter the afterlife (heaven, purgatory or hell) nor be resurrected at the Second Coming of Christ. As we will see, Augustine’s condemnation of Epicurean atomism is closer to Prudentius than to John Chrysostom, who saw the automatic movements of atoms as not in accordance with the power of the Holy Spirit as the all-mover and giver of life. In the next section I shall show that Augustine attributed to the demonical city of Babylon those philosophical opinions which contradicted the Bible in ways like these, arguing that therefore any books containing these traditions needed to be shunned.

4.4The Eschatological Cities of Babylon and Jerusalem

The didactic letter to Dioscorus is not exceptional for the later Augustine. It is well known that Augustine was motivated to write the eschatological City of God against the Pagans (between c. 411 and 427) because he wanted to refute the views of contemporary pagans who were arguing against the domination of Christianity. The original inspiration for his magnum opus was the sack of Rome in 410. This event had strengthened the position of those who argued that the neglect of the old gods and the imperial religious policy against them had contributed to the military downfall of the empire. Augustine’s main argument is that Rome rose to power because of divine providence rather than the pagan demons, thus preparing the dissemination of Christianity. The City of God arguably became the most important text next to the Bible in the Middle Ages and its attitudes and strategies with which it engaged with the pagan literary patrimony and particularly with materialist philosophies are therefore important.

While the City of God has often been read as an outstanding example of Christian scholarship engaging with and borrowing from Platonic and Neoplatonic philosophies, this section will show that Augustine was as intolerant of philosophical opinions disagreeing with the Bible as he was with regard to heretical literature, arguing that, given the importance of his work, his attitudes may have played a role in some texts surviving and others being lost as well as that they shaped later scholarly engagements with ancient philosophical traditions. Starting with his citation of Varro’s division of Roman religion, this section will go on to discuss Augustine’s polemics against materialist philosophies, their link to Roman religion and Augustine’s attitudes towards censorship and book-burning.

Augustine draws on the authority of the famous ancient scholar Varro (116– 27) to underpin his point that a number of literary genres are unworthy of preservation and should rather be removed and forgotten. Varro’s works are lost today, but Augustine still had access to the work that he cites for this purpose (Antiquitates rerum humanarum et divinarum), the content of which is known principally due to the information provided by Christian authors, above all Augustine.673 In making his point, Augustine refers to Varro’s structuring of the genres of pagan theology (genera theologiae): these are designated the mythical (mythicon), the physical (physicon), and the civil (civile), which are attributed to the poets, the philosophers, and the populace respectively. As to physical theology, “concerning which the philosophers have left many books”,Varro notes, diverse opinions had been discussed by the Stoics, the Pythagoreans, and the atomistic Epicureans. Augustine concedes the point that Varro had criticised poetry as fictitious, immoral, and unworthy of the gods and that he had had the physical kind (natural philosophy) “removed from the forum, however, that is, from the people, but enclosed it behind the walls of the school.”674 In endorsing Varro’s position, Augustine is clear, as he is in the letter to Dioscorus, that materialistic philosophical systems and their physical world views should have no place in Christian society, as he repeatedly implies throughout the City of God.

Book 18 of the City of God is a pertinent example for Augustine’s polemics against the old philosophers, whom he attributes to the sinful, demonical city of Babylon, which in the Bible is destroyed for its pride, while also acknowledging their tremendous influence on Roman society just a very few centuries ago. Thus, Augustine mentions the seven sages675 and the first philosophers, such as the pre-Socratic Anaximander, Anaximenes, Xenophanes, and Pythagoras. They lived, Augustine alleges, “when the people of God were held captive in Babylon”, following Eusebius.676 Augustine constructs a competition between pagan and Christian discourses, noting that by comparison with the beliefs of the philosophers, the predictions of the prophets concerning the gospel and the Church are true and that the writings of the prophets had allegedly been circulating already before the philosophers.677

Developing this thought, Augustine puts the rejection of the writings of the ancient philosophers alongside that of uncanonical biblical writings as contrary to the truth of canonical books in two separate paragraphs. As to canonical scripture (scripturae canonicae), Augustine admits there had been, and are still brought forward (proferuntur), other prophetic writings “but the purity of the canon has not admitted these works.” They are rejected as unauthentic especially when “in these anything is read that is even contrary to the faith of the canonical books.”678 Augustine goes on to say that the philosophers too produced diverse opinions contrary to the truth. As they were inspired by a desire for personal glory rather than devotion to God, Augustine argues, they are to be shunned. He gives the examples of this philosophic tendency to vainglory as the Epicureans, the Stoics, and the Socratic Aristippus and Antisthenes. Because they existed as one of a series of competing discourses (whereas Augustine argues that the Bible’s strength and purity is that it offers only one), they belong to the “city of demon-worship.”679 Like in the letter to Dioscorus, Augustine implies that because the teachers and students now are Christians, the old philosophers had no place in the schools of rhetoric:680

Finally, let our own authors, among whom the canon of sacred writings is effectively fixed and limited, be far from disagreeing with each other in any respect! It is therefore with good reason that not just a few babblers in controversial disputations in schools and gymnasia, but so great numbers of people, in the country and in the towns, learned and unlearned alike, did believe that God was speaking to them or through them, when they wrote these books. It was truly fitting that the authors themselves should be few in number […] For among the multitude of philosophers who have left behind monuments of their teachings also in their literary efforts, no one will easily find any who agree in every respect.

While I have shown that the original texts of school-founders such as Epicurus were hardly studied after the third century, we have seen that the Epicurean and Stoic branches of philosophy were, by contrast, the most popular among the elites of the Roman Empire in the first centuries AD. Augustine refers to and condemns this popularity:681

Indeed, the philosophers debated publicly in bands, each in favour of their own opinion, in the conspicuous and well-known Portico [the Stoics], in the gymnasia, in gardens, and in places public and private. Some asserted that there is only one world, others that there are innumerable worlds [Epicureans]; some said that this one world came into existence, others that it had no beginning; some that it will perish, others that it will exist forever; some said that it is driven by a divine mind, others by fortune and chance; some said that souls are immortal, others mortal; from those who thought the souls are immortal, some said that they passed into animals [Pythagoreans …] Some said that we should always trust the senses of the body…

This passage summarises the various points of conflict that existed between Christianity and the old philosophies, notably the origin, duration and size of the world, the interference of the divine with human beings, the nature of souls and the science of the senses (as represented, for example, in optics and acoustics). As can be seen, Augustine is inherently critical of the pagan Roman state of the past as it did not ban deviant philosophical teaching:682

Have any people or senate, any power or public authority of the ungodly city, ever taken care to judge these and other of the nearly countless opinions of the philosophers, to approve and receive some, to reject and dismiss others?

To Augustine, Rome had therefore “rightly received the symbolic name of Babylon, for Babylon means confusion” and he positions all of the philosophers as belonging to the devil, the king of the city.683 The reference to Babylon is both metaphorically loaded and polemically significant. In the biblical book of Genesis, God destroyed the tower of Babylon as a manifestation of human pride and ambition. Elsewhere, Augustine notes that Babylon had been punished in its pride (superbia), which was located in the tongue (lingua).684 In a similar vein, Prudentius uses the metaphors of the tongue throughout his work, notably the Romanus hymn. This shows the agreement of leading Christian authors that Christianity had overcome the old philosophies of the Roman Empire, indicating that it was as intolerant of the views proposed by these philosophies as it was intolerant of heretical opinions.

While Augustine therefore clearly disapproves of materialist philosophies, it must of course also be noted that he was far from condemning ancient philosophy as a whole, but that he found those philosophical opinions to be useful that agreed with Christianity. For example, following the discourse above, Augustine argues that the philosophers had occasionally found some truths, but that in these instances they were inspired by God and therefore paved the way to Christianity. He gives a list of philosophical truths that thus agreed with Christianity: “that God made this world as a just world and that he himself administers it by his very providence, the nobility of virtue, the love of country, the fidelity in friendship, good works and everything pertaining to decent morals.”685 This list illustrates the range of subjects that actually were the most likely to be preserved and transmitted in Christian institutions.

Just like in his letter to Dioscorus and contemplating about the justification of heretics within God’s plan, however, Augustine perceives the danger threatening the Church of his days deriving not any more from the philosophers, attributed to Babylon, the city of confusion, but from non-conformist Christians:686

But the devil, seeing the temples of the demons deserted and humankind running to the name of the mediator who frees us, has moved the heretics, who under the Christian name resisted the Christian doctrine, as if these could be held indifferently in the City of God without any censure, just as the city of confusion indifferently held the philosophers who had diverse and mutually contradictory views. […] For all the enemies of the Church, however blinded by error or depraved by maliciousness, exercise her patience if they receive the power of inflicting bodily harm; whereas if they oppose her only by their evil thoughts, they exercise her wisdom. Moreover, they exercise her benevolence, or even charity, so that she may show love even to her enemies, whether she deals with them by persuasive teaching or by terrible discipline.

Augustine, similarly to John Chrysostom, compares people with deviant philosophical opinions to persecutors while acknowledging that the counter-arguments by philosophers have shaped Christian theology and caused the specifically Christian kind of love shown to these enemies. To my mind, Augustine thinks that demons are causing these opinions and are therefore persecuting other human beings. This explains why book-burning was seen as a cure and as an act of charity because book-burning exorcised the demons. This passage also indicates that Augustine expected deviant philosophical opinions to be proposed by non-conformist Christians rather than pagans, but this does not necessarily mean that he did not expect pagans to come up with such arguments, although they were fewer in number.

Within this discourse of distinguishing pro-Christian and anti-Christian philosophical opinions, Augustine endorses Plato for his condemnation of poetry so much that he even finds it respectable that M. Antistius Labeo (jurist of the Augustan age) ranked Plato among the demigods, although he notes that attributing divine honours to Plato is not in accordance with Christianity. Rather, he thinks that Plato is ultimately inferior to any faithful Christian (2.14). Other philosophical schools, however, are to be detested if they were not in accordance with Christianity, implying that their termination is a sign of divine providence:687

These are the inventions of men who, endowed with the brightest intellects, tried to investigate by reason, as far as they could, what was hidden in the laws of nature, what should be desired and avoided in the field of morals, and what, in the rules of logic, can be derived by strict deduction or what was inconsequent or even erroneous. And some of them, when they were supported by God, did make certain great discoveries. But when impeded by their human nature, they were wrong, especially when the divine providence justly resisted their pride in order to demonstrate even by comparison with them that the path of piety ascends from humility to the highest regions.

In context, Augustine puts poetry (but not classical poetry as a whole) and ancient philosophy (except for Plato) alongside pagan cult practice. It is worth noting that his statement on investigations into natural laws is close to the wording of an imperial law interdicting such practices.688 Augustine clearly alludes to Epicureanism because he directly inverts the rhetoric of a couple of lines by Lucretius, who wrote that people ascend to heaven if they understand that the divine is not the cause of bodily movements.689

Compounding his attitudes towards censorship with his views on non-Platonic philosophers, in another section Augustine puts the writings of non-Platonic philosophers on a level with Numa’s books and also with certain other priestly records accounting for the humanity of Capitoline gods. It is decisive that he argues that what these latter two groups have in common is that they were either actually burnt, or proposed to be burnt, by pagans, while insisting that the materialist philosophers who “have said that corporeal entities are the cause and beginning of nature” must give place to the Platonists “who have said that the true God is the author of nature.” Augustine therefore rules out the possibility that the world came into existence by the clash of atoms and instead favours divine creation as the origin of the world. The examples he gives of these materialist philosophers are Thales, Anaximenes, the Stoics, and Epicurus. Their opinions are considered, on various grounds, to be equally contrary to Christianity as the aforementioned records had been to the old religions and need to cease (cedere) as much as the mythical (poetry and theatre) and civil (temple) theologies. Within this context, Augustine again singles out Epicurean atomism as contradicting Christianity.690 This shows, I suggest, that Augustine was very close to proposing that non-Platonic philosophical books – if still circulating – should be burnt as much as he considered the accounts of Roman religion as worthy of destruction for the sake of Christianity and that his work could easily be understood in this way. In a similar vein it appears quite natural to him that certain authors of the past, such as Stoic philosophers, were now dwelling in hell, as if their bodies were punished for the corpus of literature they produced.691 While it must be noted that this does not necessarily mean that Christians actually burnt books following Augustine’s text, on balance it seems plausible that his text had a negative impact on the text transmission or future re-emergence of opinions related to these philosophies other than in the context of condemnation.

In summary, in the eschatological City of God, arguably the single most influential work in the West throughout the Middle Ages after the Bible,692 Augustine lays out his strong disapproval of much of pagan philosophy – with the exception of appropriated Platonism – as aligned with non-conformist Christian works or oral traditions. His treatment of Epicurean traditions in particular suggests that this tradition was not completely forgotten by well-educated Christians or by pagans. As in the letter to Dioscorus, he perceives these philosophies as dangerous because they continued to inform contemporary non-conformist Christians, but he also seems to imply that contemporary pagans too were still familiar with materialist discourses and therefore argued against Christianity. As the unity of Christianity is still under threat from these discourses, the city of God thus represents an eschatological ideal state that Augustine feels is currently unrealised on earth. From this perspective, the City of God accords that certain philosophical tenets that contradict the Bible need to be censured in an ideal Christian society, while other (idealist) philosophical tenets, despite their pagan origin, can actually be helpful. It is, in Augustine’s opinion, Epicurean natural philosophy that poses the most serious threats to core aspects of Christianity, such as creation, the nature of the soul, afterlife and the Second Coming of Christ. These views, while discussed already by early Christian authors, became prominent in the fourth and early fifth centuries. In the next section I will show that Augustine’s contemporary Prudentius shared these views.

4.5Prudentius and Epicurus

While Augustine’s City of God represents the appropriation of philosophy in the service of religion, the work of Prudentius can be read as part of the Christian transformation of classical literary genres as well as outlining the reservations of some Christians against inheriting or preserving a specifically pagan literary heritage. Prudentius would have agreed with Paulinus of Nola, who noted that all Christian poetry needed to be purified of the Muses, and purged of its pagan content.693 Nowhere is this transformative process more prominently depicted by Prudentius than it is in his masterpiece, the Psychomachia. In the first battle scene the allegory of Paganism is smashed to the ground, just like an idol, her head trampled down by Faith. It depicts paganism, however, as far from being dead: “The passage to the throat is cut off, having been disconnected and squeezing the evil soul, while her long gasps distress her death, making it difficult.”694

I have argued elsewhere that the long death of Paganism foregrounds that openly religious pagans existed into the early fifth century.695 In this scene, Paganism’s head is dressed in “fillets” (vittae), which represent both priests in charge of sacrifices and poets.696 Furthermore, Gnilka has noted a parallel between this and a passage in Lucretius, where Epicurus (who explained the world without the interference of gods) tramples on the head of religion.697
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Figure 2. Indersdorf monastery (Bavaria), ceiling fresco, scene from the life of St Augustine, 1755 by Matthias Günther. Augustine hurling lightning bolts, which strike the books and physical instruments of the false teachers, who fall into an abyss; next to Augustine the allegory of the Church, beneath the allegories of Europe, Africa and Asia. Photo: The Warburg Institute, with kind permission of the Indersdorf parish, photographed by Berthold Kress



From this perspective, it appears that Prudentius was thinking of pagan groups who had been silenced in retaliation, although in a metaphorical picture. Augustine employed a similar metaphor in his Confessions where he notes his regret that his early writings (more sympathetic with his education in the classics and ancient philosophies) had “still exhalated the school of pride as if in deadlock.”698 He was probably alluding to his previous endorsement of Epicureanism. To my mind, it is decisive that by the end of the poem sapientia (Christian wisdom) rules over the temple of man’s soul, holding a sceptre prefigured by Aaron’s staff. This image originated in the Book of Exodus (7:8–13) where Moses used the staff to swallow the serpents summoned by the wise men and magicians in Egypt. Symbolically, it is chosen to show how Christianity had overcome ancient wisdom. In this section I shall therefore argue that Prudentius was in many ways close to Augustine especially in his polemical sections that engaged with traditions from materialist philosophies and that, while it can perhaps not be proven who was building on whom, a certain amount of intertextuality between the two authors appears to be likely.

As I have said before, it is extremely unlikely that there were Stoics or Epicureans left by that time in the sense of a culture or community, but it is likely that some of the tenets of these once influential schools were extant, for example, in astrological or heretical writings, in handbooks, notebooks or in oral tradition. It is also likely these ideas had a lingering influence. After all, we have seen that contemporary senators like Praetextatus and Nicomachus Flavianus were interested in natural philosophy and in Epicurus, and Prudentius may sometimes be alluding to this influence.

Even Prudentius himself can be positioned as an example of this ongoing transmission. That he was trained in rhetoric cannot only be deduced from his frequent imitation of classical lines, such as from Vergil, Ovid, and Horace, but is also evidenced from the preface to the Cathemerinon. Prudentius complains about his education in rhetoric and jurisprudence that had taught him to utter sins.699 It has been established long ago that this otherwise Christian poet appropriated verse material from the Epicurean poem De rerum natura by Lucretius.700 It is intriguing that he does so primarily in his two apologetic poems against heresy, the Apotheosis and the Hamartigenia. Both poems condemn Epicurean traditions. The Apotheosis defends the orthodox assumption of creation out of nothing (Apoth. 782 ff.), which contradicted the Epicurean concept of causation (nothing can be produced from nothing). In this, Prudentius specifically polemicizes against Manichaeism (Apoth. 952–8) in order to defend the incarnation of Jesus despite the Manichaean counter-argument that matter is imperfect. In this context, Prudentius mentions the “shadow of an abstruse doctrine, which is informed by [the theory of] fine atoms with a minute structure.”701 While he could be referring only to the flimsiness of Manichaen doctrines, its wording and sentiment aligns it to the claims of other Christian authors that Manichaeans borrowed elements from Epicurean atomism.

Similarly, the Origin of Sin (Hamartigenia) polemicizes against Epicurean teaching, while using spoils from Lucretius. In summary, the poem as a whole is written against Marcion (pr. 36), who as we have seen was charged with having borrowed some aspects from Epicurean philosophy. In its main section, Prudentius explains that all things, including the devil (as a fallen angel) but excepting God, true wisdom (164: sapientia vera) and the Holy Spirit, are from nothing (162–4: ex nihilo). He also introduces a polemical discourse on the Epicurean notion of joy (252, 314: voluptas) and the related concepts of libido (253, 305) and of indulgence (282, 298: luxus). In this work, Prudentius argues that current earthquakes, natural disasters and invasions are caused by sin (236–43, 492–505), that is the affinity of contemporaries to voluptas (244–345, 506–620), rather than by natural phenomena of the material world, a view represented by Lucretius. I therefore agree with Dykes’ reading of the poem as appealing to the responsibility of the reader to accept that his sins affect the cosmic order.702

These motifs are mirrored in another work by Prudentius, book two of Contra Symmachum. Using a fictitious speech of the emperors Valentinian and Gratian, Prudentius states Symmachus’ famous quotation: “We cannot attain to so great a mystery by one way alone.”703 With this line, the pagan senator Symmachus wanted to persuade the emperors to be tolerant in religious matters and not to privilege Christianity only but to allow different ways of religious cult practice.

In presenting counter-arguments to Symmachus’ plea to allow a multitude of ways in worship (90), Prudentius warns against belief in natural philosophy, arguing that God has power over his creation and is therefore able to cause the end of the world: “Poor mortals, let not the teachings of the natural philosophers deceive you!”704 The line also appears to be an indirect allusion to the pagan notion of the independent movement of elements, posited by natural philosophers, as Prudentius indicates a few lines further below.705 It specifically appears to be arguing against Epicureanism, noting that bodily joy (voluptas) needs to be overcome by Christian values (146). Prudentius aligns Symmachus’ pagan position with the Epicurean belief in joy as the highest good, based on the view that there is no afterlife and that the movement of inanimate objects in the world are directed by no god.706

This whole section is paralleled in the preface to the Apotheosis: the wrong way of philosophy (16: iter devium) actually lead men to stray from the way of salvation (5: via). In this, a band of enemies has prepared manifold ways to drag people into hell by fooling them into accepting libido (5–17). This again illustrates the wicked nature of the demons which inspire philosophical opinions contrary to the Bible in order to produce sexual urges in human beings and thus to bar them from salvation.

In sum, we have seen that both Prudentius and Augustine continued to argue against materialist philosophy, particularly against Epicureanism in the early fifth century and that it is therefore likely that they perceived Epicurean traditions as a continuous threat to the unity of the Church. However, both authors perceived these old philosophies as hardly dangerous any more except when put forward by non-conformist Christians, although within the works of both authors there seems to be a certain expectation that Epicurean ideas continued to circulate among pagans in writing or oral culture. In the next section, I shall argue that two polemical authors from the Greek East in the late fourth and early fifth centuries display similar attitudes in this regard.

4.6Polemics against Materialist Philosophies in the East

For the purpose of this chapter, it is particularly interesting to track down John Chrysostom’s attacks on the materialistic, Stoic and Epicurean, philosophies in order to determine whether these schools had been entirely forgotten or were still received by John’s contemporaries. It is well-established that Christian authors frequently engaged with, and borrowed from, ancient philosophical schools, such as from the Stoics and even the Epicureans. It is therefore not surprising that alongside many other Christian authors, John in his sermons and treatises engages with them as being in conflict with Christianity. Examining John’s polemical discourse against philosophical schools will help us understand the reasons why Christian clerics wanted to ban certain philosophical texts as obstacles to salvation because of their link to demonic possession. The main reason given in the source material is the deviation of these discourses from the Bible on points of natural philosophy. For example, John criticised the Stoic interpretation of the world as “body and fire” while at the same time suggesting that the influence of the Stoics had now declined. He suggests that, at the time of writing, even ordinary uneducated men were sure that the world had been created by God.707

I have shown that the Epicureans, popular during the imperial period, were also vehemently attacked by Christian authors. In a Homily on the Acts of the Apostles (related to Acts 17:16–33), John argues against both schools. I have already discussed the passage from the Acts of the Apostles in section 3.1, but John adds many further interpretations to this passage. He writes that when Paul came to Athens he found it “a city full of idols” and “a city of talkers.”708 This is in line with the usual derogatory description of philosophers as babblers. John’s text suggests that it was while Paul was preaching in the marketplace that he came across Stoic and Epicurean philosophers, whom John describes as “children” debating “children’s fancies [and the] ravings of drunken men.”709 Threatened by Paul’s teachings, it proposes that some of these men charged him with introducing foreign demons to the city and brought him to the Areopagus, where in classical times trials for murder were held, in order to scare him.710 But in his speech there, John argues that Paul “overturned all the doctrines of the philosophers. For the Epicureans say that the movements of the universe have a mechanical nature and are conjoined with atoms.”711

To John, then, the scientific “hypotheses”712 of these philosophies were incompatible with the existence of God. To John, God makes up the universe and everything that is therein, a completeness of creation that excludes partial entities such as the atoms of Epicureanism. As God is both the creator (poietés) and the lord (kýrios) he creates all and everything in the world, including its movements and energies. John’s reading of this is derived from Paul’s speech in the Acts: “he gives to all life and breath” – a notion of the Holy Spirit as the “lord and giver of life” that was included in the Nicene Creed.713 The world and all therein is the “work of God.” Such a position contradicts the received wisdom of Epicurean philosophy as it perceives the natural laws that cause mechanical movements as demons: “His argument is an accusation against the atoms and against matter. He then proved that it is not partial. […] He said that God himself is the creator of heaven and earth, surely not the partial demons.”714 John’s teleological proof of God’s existence establishes that atoms cannot exist as partial, uncreated entities: “If he is God, then clearly he made all; but if he made not, he is not God. Gods that made not heaven and earth, he said, let them perish.”715

So much did John adhere to physical explanations given in the Bible that, against ancient models of the world, he claimed the earth to float flat on the water, and argued that God caused the changes of seasons in order to produce new seeds, and organized the length of daylight to fit into the human works that depend on warm weather.716 Referring to the authority of the prophets, John interprets the fact that the earth did neither sink nor dissolve in the water despite its heavy weight as a further proof for the power of God.71741

At the end of this sermon, John again warns of the dangers of philosophical arguments against creation and Judgment Day, noting that the auditors should diligently search for any sin committed.71842 He draws on the example of a child that had lost its voice in a fever attack but whose speech afterwards was miraculously healed by God.71943 It is intriguing to interpret the child as a simile to the philosophers, who are sometimes named children in John. He then compares the child’s miracle-healing to the magic trials in Antioch, where books of “magic” were searched out and burnt. The dangers of possessing or hiding incriminating books is highlighted in this passage as John notes that he himself scarcely escaped the death penalty after he had found such an incriminating book.720

John attacks Epicurean teaching on occasion throughout his work, at times descending into profanities to describe them. For example, he describes their philosophy as “the atheistic error of the Epicureans”, their representatives as “teachers of error”, attesting that there have been many and linking them to heresy.721 The Epicurean notion of the soul consisting of matter is said to be a belief caused by the devil and he repeatedly calls it a “blasphemy.”722 Moreover, John considers someone who trusts exclusively in reasoning as a “natural man”, “which is a sign of folly.” By contrast, the soul of a Christian “has creation instead of a book set before her in open view.” John, then, specifically places himself in opposition to the Epicurean doctrine that nothing can be produced from nothing, known best today from Lucretius’ Latin didactic poem De rerum natura.723 It is worth noting that many early Greek philosophers had endorsed this view, although it was challenged by the Platonic and Aristotelian schools.724

John’s argument against this doctrine, which implies that there is a scientific explanation for every physical phenomenon is that the devil has moved humankind to believe in this causal explanation rather than to recognise God as the creator of all things from the beauty of creation. In John’s view, this doctrine had created countless heresies.725 Moreover, this principle is linked to the fall of Eve in paradise, who trusted the devil-snake telling her “you will be like gods” if you eat from the tree of knowledge. This concept of causation, John proposes, was later communicated “through the rotten mouth of the Manichaeans, and it invented the gods of the Greeks based on the disease of this hypothesis.”726 This reading is important as it shows that John felt that Manichaeans had to some extent adopted the Epicurean principle of causation. Thus in adhering to the principle that “God made the things which are, out of things which are not” John places himself and Christianity in diametric opposition to those concepts.727

Despite their obvious differences, there is indeed reason to believe that Christian theologians perceived Manichaean cosmogony to be influenced by a number of old philosophies. No Manichaean text has been preserved in a library, but some Manichaean books have been discovered as chance finds and their teaching can also be reconstructed from the refutations of their adversaries. Noteworthy points of confluence are the Epicurean belief in uncreated matter, the Pythagorean notion of the transmigration of souls and the Stoic belief in elements such as wind, light, water, fire and air. Another major point of conflict between Christianity and Manichaeism is their belief that God is outside the world, that his act of creation is partial work.728 This also implies an astrological system in which the movements of the stars and the zodiac signs indicate future events.729

It is exactly the Epicurean, Stoic and Pythagorean philosophies that John ridicules elsewhere. In the first instance he notes “they who introduced destiny, and say that the universe is not the work of providence and that there is no one to care for anything, but that it consists of atoms.” In the second, he alludes to Stoics as “others again who say that God is a body” and to Pythagoreans as “those who make the souls of men the souls of dogs.” He returns to his particular refrain of calling the Greeks “children”,730 arguing that Christians should not only laugh at these things but all of the other aspects of pre-Christian philosophy and society that are deserving of ridicule while seeing to it that “if anyone of our friends is fallen into the hands of the enemy, we shall burst his bonds apart, we shall strip him off this most painful and ridiculous prison.”731 The link between Epicureanism and destiny shows that it could be argued that Epicurean philosophy was linked to illegal, demonical prophecies about destiny, that is the Epicurean notion of physical determinism. Moreover, John’s encouragement to rescue captive friends can be seen as an exhortation to denounce to secular or clerical authorities people that did believe in Epicurean opinions. Laughter and compassion both act as weapons to cast doubt on a text’s worthiness in a destructive way. In other words, John regarded the view that the universe consists of atoms that are moving automatically as a deliberate strategy of the devil, with which to deny salvation. Just like the allegory of paganism in Prudentius was trapped in her own body, so too were human beings believing in this destined to remain in their prison and barred from entering heaven.

John’s Homily on the Letter to the Thessalonicians indicates that contemporary pagans continued to borrow from Epicurean atomism to argue against the actuality of resurrection. The philosophical counter-argument is that those who were dissolved and had rotten away may not be restored to their former shape.732 This dialectic on the resurrection is covered in detail by chapters of the two last books of Augustine’s City of God, which refute similar arguments that were probably put forward by contemporary pagans. John instructs his audience in how to deal with persons raising such questions, particularly “Greeks” but also “heretics.”733 He advises ridiculing other ideas on the fate of the soul, such as the Pythagorean notion of metempsychosis, and to refrain entirely from discussing Epicurean opinions: “Others introduce atoms. With them, however, we have no argument at all.”734 This line indicates that John was still concerned about Epicurean traditions and that he thought his audience could be involved in discussions with heretical or pagan groups who borrowed from Epicurean ideas.

In his treatise Demonstration against the Jews and Pagans John goes on to attack philosophical schools such as Epicureans and Stoics, again pointing to ongoing debates between Christian and non-Christian philosophies. This passage is interesting as it provides a catalogue of topics that severely disagreed with the Bible:735

Nevertheless, there are some human beings saying that the universe consists of automatic movements, that visible objects are without beginning, and attributing creation and providence to a demon, others to fortune, fate, evolution, and the circling of the stars.

Sorabij regarded as a fundamental difference between pagan philosophies and early Christian views that most pagan philosophers denied that the universe had a beginning that was caused by God, although Platonism allowed creation and was therefore closer to the Christian view than other schools.736 John goes on to say that people with ideas, such as those quoted above, suffer from the infection of a very serious disease,737suggesting that Christianity has now replaced the ancient tradition:738

Consider how great it is that everything under the sun has been filled with churches in such a short time, so many nations and people have been converted, the tradition of the forefathers has been destroyed, the deep rooted custom has been torn out, the tyranny of joy, the force of evil driven out like ashes, the altars, temples, idols, mysteries, the accursed festivals, and impure sacrifices have been obliterated just like smoke.

But he also acknowledges that Christianisation has been a difficult process. Alluding to the pervasive human reality of sexuality as well as Epicurean hedonism, he refers to joy/pleasure (hedoné) as an obstacle to Christianity and the philosophical literary tradition that precedes it:739

For it did not only oppose tradition, but it also subdued joy, two tyrannical factors. For people were persuaded to despise what in many years they had received from their fathers, grandfathers, great grandfathers, their ancestors, their philosophers and rhetoricians.

Emphasising the theme, John again returns to the persecution and repression suffered by Christians and the Christian faith in the past. In this he was probably alluding to the book-burning and ideological attacks the faith bore during the Great Persecution under Diocletian. While the primary meaning appears to be that the message of the gospel and the power of the faith has weathered this and then torn apart its antagonists, there is perhaps a more literal meaning to this reading of destructions, that is an allusion to give up some readings as a consequence of conversion or even to the burning of books authored by Porphyry:740

And even though the tyrants prepared war against the Church, the soldiers attacked it, the people raged more vehemently than fire, tradition opposed it, the rhetoricians, the sophists, the rich, the unlearned and the rulers stood up against it, yet the Word overtook and destroyed these thorns more vehemently than fire, purified the fields and sowed the word of preaching.

Addressing his uneducated audience, John frames it as though all emperors before Constantine were not only pagan but attacked the Church to some extents. In a word, he holds the old philosophies responsible for their underpinning the religious conflicts and persecutions of the past.

To summarise thus far, John does give several clear reasons why Christians should not engage with certain pagan traditions. With the possible exception of Plato, he argues that this is because most of pagan philosophy was in opposition to Christianity’s true philosophy, and studying it would lead to deviance from the word of God. Natural philosophy, or ancient science, in particular contradicted biblical teaching in a way that John found insupportable. For example, certain philosophers preferred evolutionary ideas to the concept of creation out of nothing, and they argued for the primacy of natural laws and atoms against God as omnipotent and omnipresent.

Even in the early fifth century there was apparently some awareness that materialist philosophies were not forgotten in religiously diverse cities like Antioch and Alexandria. Thus in his treatise Contra Julianum Cyril of Alexandria proposes to quote and to discuss individual opinions (dóxai) found in the works of Greek philosophers in order to demonstrate their inferiority to Moses’ writing.741 He adduces these opinions through the secondary reference of Plutarch, probably because of a lack of original writings. He denounces Pythagoras, Thales, Democritus, Epicurus, his disciple Metrodorus, Empedocles, Seleucus, Diogenes, the Stoics, Aristotle and Xenophanes. As to the atomistic philosophers he mentions their notion of infinite worlds in the infinite,742 of the universe being animated through atoms and the void, of its being perishable,743 and of it not being governed by divine providence, but by automatic movements. According to Cyril, Christianity is superior because unlike this plurality of opinions, there are no contradictions among Moses, the prophets, and the apostles.744 Their work complements and builds on each other’s pronouncements.

Throughout this work Cyril frequently repeats the argument that the Judaeo-Christian tradition predates the age of the first Greek philosophers, arguing that Christianity was therefore superior. In doing so, he drew a line between philosophers like Plato and pre-Socratic philosophers like Empedocles. Introducing the books of Julian as the subject of his refutation, Cyril characterizes the emperor Julian as an author “who composed intolerable accusations against our pure religion by saying that we err” because Julian argued that Christianity had introduced a new way of life, which is consistent neither with the laws of Moses nor with the superstitions of the Greeks. Cyril concedes to Julian that Christians are indeed aloof from “the madness of the Greeks”, citing Paul who notes: “What communion has light with darkness or what part has he that believes with an infidel?”745 Cyril identifies this Greek superstition as their philosophical tradition: Anaximander, Empedocles, Pythagoras, Plato and “others” are given by Cyril as examples of “the inventors of unholy dogmas or, so to say, the sources of their ignorance.” It is with these tenets that the Greek children have approached Christianity.746 Cyril, therefore, proposes to demonstrate the philosophers’ opinions as contradictory, discourses that compete against each other whereas the truth of Moses’ books, regarding the subjects of both creation and legislation, is unified and inviolate.747

In order to prove the superiority of Christianity, Cyril here confines himself to claiming that Moses is more ancient than the Greek philosophers.7482 Cyril repeats this argument twice throughout book one.749 In the first passage he adds that some of the Greek authorities, such as the philosophers Pythagoras, Thales, and Plato as well as Solon the lawgiver had travelled to Egypt and borrowed their knowledge from Moses there.750 Later, he notes that only Pythagoras and Plato had done so, from whose travels other philosophers in Athens had come across some truth in their tenets as well, whereas Thales, Anaximander, “and the others I mentioned before” were “babblers.”751 Cyril goes even so far as to claim that Plato’s alleged contact with Moses makes him a better philosopher than others such as Aristotle. Thus, Cyril finds Plato’s arguments along with those of Pythagoras coming close to Moses’, positioning this as a consequence of their having travelled to Egypt, a place where Moses’ writings were allegedly en vogue. Plato’s student Aristotle, on the other hand, had suggested ideas different from his teacher’s.752 This illustrates that, while part of Cyril’s polemical discourse intended to justify some ancient philosophies as related to the Judaeo-Christian tradition, he was as keen to stress that other ancient philosophies did not fit this pattern. He therefore attributed pre-Socratic philosophers like Empedocles to the realm of “darkness.”

Cyril also quotes the emperor Julian’s criticism of the biblical account of creation, which is that Moses does not mention the creation of anti-matter (that is the deep, the darkness, and the water as opposed to the earth, the light, and the dry land) nor does he mention the creation of angels.753 Against this perspective, Cyril argues that the singularity of God indicates that he had created everything, with the individual entities, such as the angels, being produced at the point of principal creation. Moses, Cyril argues, thus felt it superfluous to explicitly mention these.754 This again shows that dissidence in terms of conflicting ideas about biblical creation was a prime concern when Christian authors identified heretical or otherwise deviant ideas put forward by Christian or non-Christian groups.

4.7Conclusion

I have shown in this chapter that from early on in the emergence of Christianity there was ideological conflict and competition between Christian groups and those pagans who supported the ideas of materialist philosophies, although the sources for the early centuries are scanty. This debate can best be grasped from the writings of Christian apologists who argued against these philosophies, while the counter-position remains obscure for want of sources. It is interesting to note that to Christian authors of the late fourth and early fifth centuries materialist philosophies were linked to the persecutions of the past, in particular the Great Persecution, probably because some philosophers acted as advisers of the emperors. Christianity and materialist philosophies were primarily incompatible in the area of the physical understanding of the world: Epicurean atomism, for example, was seen as precluding core aspects of the biblical account, such as creation, afterlife, punishments in hell and concepts about the end of the world and the Second Coming of Christ. These opinions were also linked to physical explanations of the universe and thus to questions relating to divination and astrology, as we have already seen. They were therefore felt as threatening the unity of the church as did the conflicting opinions of non-conformist Christians as well. Thus pagan philosophy itself came to be seen as the mother of heresies. While late antique Christian authors were concerned primarily about heretics who had been informed about these philosophical traditions, there was also some expectation (in the east more than in the west) that some of the non-Christians of this time period continued to put forward ideas from materialist philosophies. With regard to the overall picture presented in this book it is important to note that as much as heretical books were burnt or actively excluded from preservation, similar things could happen to texts presenting these ideas, although it is unclear whether original writings by Epicureans or similar groups continued to circulate beyond the fourth century or these ideas were transmitted orally and thus may perhaps have found their way into heretical treatises.

Christian authors employed similar rhetorical strategies to cast doubt on the worthiness of these texts as they did in regard to magic, astrology and divination. These areas have in common that they became illegal because of their power to summon or consult demons. Similarly, Christian authors argued that physical or ethical world views were the work of the devil and were disseminated by his agents, the demons. These demons were contagious, caused diseases and sexual urges, and were keen to prevent human beings from salvation. Book-burning, for example, was an efficient tool to destroy these demons because fire had this purifying property. My argument is that this is the reason why in some historical accounts on book-burning magical books are aligned with philosophical books.

This surely does not mean that any kind of divination or physical explanation of the world was frowned upon by Christian authors such as those that I have discussed. On the contrary, all of them regarded the divine prophecies of the Bible to be true. The difference, then, was between divine and demonical divination. Similarly, all Christian authors regarded nature, the universe or planets as the creation of God and therefore as something good and worthy to observe and to describe. What they actually shunned is the methodological approach of explaining the movements of the universe as caused by the mechanical movements of atoms and the origin of the world as caused by the clash of atoms, without divine providence.

While I do not intend to argue that by implication this means that writings containing ideas of materialist philosophy were specifically targeted in censorship legislation or that these books were regularly burnt along with heretical, magical or astrological books, my argument is that an unwillingness arose among Christian scribes to preserve any of the works that included these traditions for future generations unless for the explicit purpose of refutation. This does also mean that it was unlikely that these philosophical traditions, if preserved in oral culture, were recorded and preserved in writing. Conversely, this imbrication with philosophical ideas in opposition to Christianity (as perceived by individual authors) was the common denominator that determined which texts were worthy of destruction or deliberate rather than incidental neglect. While it is unlikely that secular authorities were significantly influenced by treatises or sermons of Christian ecclesiastical authors, we have seen that imperial legislation defined the social norms within which clerics and ascetics rather than the public authorities acted. Moreover, while in the Roman minds many kinds of books had a touch of the magical, agreements about what was considered heretical, magical or astrological could change over time, especially since a powerful external party such as the late antique clergy deliberately argued that texts that were once considered appropriate were not appropriate any longer. Just like a magic spell was considered to damage a living being, so too did deviant opinions about the nature of Jesus, or of the universe and its origin, come to be considered as disturbing religious peace. In the next section, I shall discuss the evidence for deliberate or unintentional neglect of books in Late Antiquity alongside moral reservations against literary genres and I shall also put the Christian dialectic between competing literary traditions into a broader context.


5Moral Disapproval of Literary Genres

In the preceding chapter I have argued that the arguments by some Christian ecclesiastical authors against materialist philosophies were of a different quality compared, for example, to the Christian debate about classical literature. This is because Christian ecclesiastical authors appear to have perceived certain ideas borrowed from these philosophical traditions as an ongoing danger to the unity of Christianity even in Late Antiquity. These Christian authors felt that the old philosophies had often informed dissident ideas of Christian thinkers. It is difficult to say whether or not these Christian authors misrepresented the views of Christian adversaries, but on the balance of probability there is reason to believe that it is credible that non-conformist Christian authors were indeed influenced by the old philosophies. There is evidence in Manichaean primary sources to confirm this.

Many early Christian clerics and ecclesiastical authors felt that the pagan texts of the past were completely unnecessary to lead a Christian life-style. This attitude, however, changed, when Christianity became acceptable to a major part of the population in the third and early fourth centuries. The late fourth and early fifth centuries were a time during which Christian clerics and ecclesiastical authors seriously reviewed the question of which texts were considered to be appropriate. Lay Christians, too, were affected by these changing attitudes. As classical education came to be less and less important for worldly career paths, and clerical career paths became more and more attractive, the preservation of the works of old was endangered. It was at this time that texts were transcribed from papyrus to parchment, and only those texts that were copied on parchment survived over time.

As I noted in my introduction, the major proportion of the work composed in Antiquity has not come down to us today. The bulk of this perished because of neglect and loss of interest. The acknowledgement of its loss is not solely a contemporary feature. Writing in the late-fourth century, John Chrysostom recurringly alludes to the decline of ancient literatures, particularly philosophical texts, as we will shortly see. John aside, though, other sources show little interest in whether or not the works of old were preserved or would survive. Jerome’s reference to the recent restoration of early Christian works in the library of Caesarea is the one well-known exception.755

Illustrating this trend, Gregory of Nazianzus described the fate of rhetorical books in his household. Gregory received his philosophical education in mid-fourth century Athens and he was among the Christian scholars who imbricated Christian theology and ancient philosophy. But when asked to send out books to a friend for rhetorical studies, books “that once we owned”, he hesitated to send from his stacks “what had escaped the bookworm and the smoke on top of which they were stored.”756

This chapter will argue that there was a general neglect of ancient literature in Late Antiquity. I shall identify genres which Christian authors attributed to a demonical counter-world as much as they did in regard to some philosophical texts, arguing that, on one hand, the deliberate refusal to copy texts related to ancient religion and cult practice can be seen as an act of censorship, while on the other the same Christian authors came up with a number of strategies to justify an allegorical reading of pagan gods in classical texts, thereby exempting their content from demonisation.

This chapter will first concentrate on a number of statements by John Chrysostom, indicating that ancient philosophy as a whole was in decline by the fourth century. I shall then put these alongside a number of other statements by Libanius, the pagan city-rhetorician and John’s contemporary in Antioch, arguing that the evidence he gives corresponds to the rhetoric found in the sermons of John Chrysostom from a different perspective. I shall then go on to discuss Ammianus Marcellinus’ criticism of the luxurious life-style of Rome’s high society. Libanius is known to have complained about the financial straits the new climate placed his school in. I propose that both authors indirectly blame the neglect of classical and pagan authors on the religious policy of the Christian emperors. I shall go on to argue that important Christian authors, like Jerome, felt themselves to be in the position to influence the transmission of books. Following Jerome’s relatively clear statement, I shall then discuss a number of other Christian authors and the different strategies and recurrent themes they employed to cast doubt on the worthiness of a range of texts (some more than others) within the spectrum of ancient literature. Finally, I shall relate these results to the current scholarly debate on how long classical texts continued to be studied in different parts of the Roman Empire. In the context of this book, the aim of this chapter is to identify possible ways of censorship other than book-burning or outright legal bans.

5.1John Chrysostom and the Decline of Ancient Philosophy

Like other major cities of the east, Antioch became a major scene for conflicting religious views in the late fourth century. In the wake of religious and philosophical discussions, a number of social conflicts and cases of outright violence did occur. This atmosphere of religious conflict was heated up further by street-preaching, classroom education and sermons given in churches. The protagonists were John Chrysostom and his pagan counter-part Libanius. They both represent the attempts of that time either to firmly establish Christianity within the urban upper-class population or to keep things as they were. Aprime question of that time was the role that ancient philosophy could play in a society veering towards Christianity, as Christianity came to define itself as the true and only philosophy on earth.

Polemical rhetoric that addresses the end of pagan philosophy as a whole is therefore found across John Chrysostom’s corpus of sermons. Identifying recurrent themes of these polemics, I shall argue that his sermons help us understand the different strategies with which to separate true from false philosophy and to cast doubt on the worthiness of the latter.757 Such passages are usually placed within John’s comments on Bible passages. In these sermons, John intended to persuade his audience (which he thought too lax) to embrace an extreme Christian lifestyle.

The attitudes towards pagan literature in general displayed in John’s sermons depict it as either unimportant or unnecessary to the other end of the spectrum, where he positions it as a dangerous and pernicious influence that should be eradicated. In establishing these positions, John often assumes that the decline of the old philosophers (and their schools) was a consequence of Christianisation, utilising a rhetoric of destruction to depict this. But a significant proportion of these diatribes must be taken as rhetoric only, part of an amplified polemical attack designed to make its point unequivocally and hammer it home to an audience. For example, where he conflates all of pagan philosophy into a unity to depict it being overcome by the apostles and their successors, he is more careful in his discussions of Plato and the classics (for example, poetry). From an ex eventu view, John alluded to the competition between Christians and philosophers in the early centuries.

With regard to these philosophies, John sometimes develops his theme that Christianity introduced a new life-style, replacing ancestral traditions that were informed by ancient philosophies. An example is a passage from his fifth speech, Against the Jews.758 John here as elsewhere attempts to prove that the predictions of Christ have come true. He frequently argues that as Christian teaching is widespread around the world and other memorable events are forgotten, Christianity is more powerful.759 Although the philosophers attempted to establish their way of life they were ultimately unsuccessful:760

Such men as Zeno [of Citium], Plato, Socrates, Diagoras, Pythagoras, and countless others: they have all failed to prevail to the point that they are unknown to the masses even by name. But Christ not only wrote a constitution but even planted it everywhere in the world.

Name-checking philosophers from the sixth to third century BC and the rapidly declining interest in their texts in the past, John appears to imagine that their writings are lost. He could be right because only Plato’s writings survive until today, while Socrates is not known to have left anything in writing. It is not clear whether or not Pythagoras left anything in writing, although it is known that his students, including the more recent Neopythagoreans did. It can therefore be surmised that John is downplaying the circulation of ancient texts for purposes of evangelism and missionary conversion.

Another recurrent theme in John’s sermons is to prove the truth of Christianity by its success in replacing ancient philosophies, suggesting that philosophical writings were therefore obliterated. Written probably in Antioch of the 390s (and therefore after paganism was practically outlawed), a characteristic example is a polemical passage in John’s second Homily on the Gospel of John:761

This barbarian [John], with his writing of the gospel, has taken over the whole world. With his body he has occupied the centre of Asia, where previously all of the Greek party philosophised, and he thus terrifies the demons, shining in the middle of his enemies, quenching their darkness, and smashing the stronghold of the demons. But in soul he has retired to that place which is fitting for a person who has done such things. And the [writings] of the Greeks have all perished and are obliterated,762but this man’s shine brighter day by day. From the time that he was and the others, since then the [writings] of Pythagoras and of Plato, which seemed before to dominate, have been kept secret, and the crowd does not know them even by name.

John links obliteration of pagan books to religious conflict, particularly to temple destruction, alleging that the destruction of pagan temples and of writings bestows holiness and martyrdom on those involved in such acts: “in soul he has retired to that place which is fitting for a person who has done such things.” In this, John is endorsing a common position as Christians who destroyed books were sometimes recognized as holy men in the sources and they were celebrated as such. Those Christians who died when the Serapeum was destroyed in 391, for example, were elevated as martyrs. Name-checking Pythagorean philosophy, John justifies the obliteration of ancient philosophies by the beginning of the Gospel of John, implying that the word (lógos) of God is absolute and unchallenged: “Has not all that with good cause perished and been utterly obliterated? – Indeed with good cause and according to the Word!”763 In his Demonstration against the Jews and Pagans John demonstrates Jesus’ divinity as a corollary of the success of Christianisation and the subsequent dissolution of the ancient traditions.764 This, he suggests, is because the apostles were given power over the demons. In John’s metaphorical words, the apostles have “gagged the tongues of the philosophers and stitched shut the mouths of the rhetoricians.”765 This passage echoes a similar statement in an unpublished manuscript (attributed to John) which asserts that “the senate decrees have been overthrown, the philosophers and orators have been put to shame, and the Areopagus has been wiped out.”766 This statement could be right because it is attested that in the last quarter of the fourth century large private mansions were constructed on the Areopagus hill, traditionally a place that housed archives.767

Emphasising its success, John explains the rise of Christianity as a conflict between Christians and pagans, who had as teachers the apostles and the philosophers respectively, for example, in the context of discussing a passage from the Second Letter to the Corinthians: “Where is Plato? Nowhere! Where Paul? In the mouths of all! Where is Plato? He is kept secret and has passed into oblivion.”768 In consequence, John thinks that even uneducated individuals who believe in Christianity have become true philosophers because Christianity is much easier to understand than ancient philosophies.769 This again shows John’s unusually negative attitudes towards Platonic philosophy that were not shared by most of his contemporaries.

John links the success of Christianity to the physical decline of ancient philosophical books in the fifth Homily on the Acts of the Apostles, written in Constantinople probably around 400: “The sophists, rhetoricians, and philosophers […] have rotted away in the Academia and the Peripatos.”770 Suggesting that philosophy should be aligned with magic in this context, it appears that John is conceptualising the books associated with these schools imaginatively rotting away rather than positing that they actually rotted away in actual buildings. Neither the Peripatos nor the Academy in Athens are attested since beyond the Early Empire, but that the writings of both philosophers (Plato and Aristotle who founded these schools) were still received even after John wrote this text indicates the metaphorical nature of his attack.

Further references to the decline of various philosophical schools and traditions appear in John’s work, such as to the Cynics in the Homilies on the Gospel of Matthew.771 The Cynics were a philosophical school that enjoyed popularity up to the reign of Julian.772 John claims that they were not popular any more, although it must be noted that he was unlikely to be informed about the situation outside of Antioch. He notes, however: “The Cynics, mere outcasts as they were, have all passed by like a dream and a shadow”, juxtaposing the disappearance of this school as well as of those of the Platonists, Pythagoreans and Stoics to Christianity’s struggle for acceptance and the Christian martyrs.773 Cynical philosophers embraced an ascetic lifestyle and often led the lives of beggars. They were thus a rival group for monks. John’s argument must be viewed as a reconstruction ex eventu, however, because the Pythagoreans and Stoics had vanished by the late fourth century, although the Pythagorean and Stoic thoughts still influenced contemporary works.

Repeating this attack, John also ridiculed ancient philosophy in a speech that he gave in Constantinople on Easter probably of AD 399 to the community of Gothic foederati.774 This text is a unique document as it offers evidence for the communication between a powerful Christian bishop and the Goths. Although diminished by a massacre in Constantinople, these foederati were a similar cultural group to those Goths who invaded Rome about a decade later under the leadership of Alaric.775 At the beginning of his sermon, John states that he wishes that the Greeks were also present so that he could show them the truth of the Christian faith and the ridiculousness of their demons:776

For that of the philosophers has been destroyed among those who speak the same language, but our [teaching] has great power even among those who speak foreign languages. The former has been torn apart easier than a spider’s web, the latter has been fixed more firmly than steel. Where is that of Plato, Pythagoras, and of those in Athens? It has perished.

This theme of Christianity proven as true because of its success informs another recurrent theme. On a number of occasions John commemorates Christian martyrdom during the Great Persecution, putting it as if the whole of pagan rulers and philosophers were unsuccessfully engaged in destroying Christianity and therefore perished.777 Thus, commenting on an eschatological line from the Gospel of Matthew, John appears to be alluding either to pagan intellectual attacks and destruction of words or, more literally, to Roman authorities burning Christian books a century ago:778

‘Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away’ [Matt. 24:35]. It is easier that the sun vanishes and that the heaven is obliterated than that the words of my Lord are destroyed. The experience of facts bears witness to it, the length of time, and the attacks of our enemies; for it is miraculous of course not only that these words have not been destroyed but that these overcame the adversary’s.

The enemies here are enemies of faith, notably philosophers. John’s attack against philosophical counter-arguments leads us to another recurring theme: that John justified Christian rejection of ancient philosophy by referring to the Letter to the Corinthians. For example, rebutting the moderate position that philosophy had to be counted among the work of God, John offers a line from the Letter to the Corinthians: “The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him.”779 John goes on to suggest that “curious research and superfluous sweetness of words” are the wisdom of this world and should be shunned.780 In another homily of this series, John frames the dialectic between Christianity and philosophy as a broken literary tradition from the same Letter to the Corinthians, separating wisdom into that “of this age” and the secret wisdom of God.781 Pagan wisdom is positioned as “foolishness.”782 The “rulers of this age” are arbiters of “foolish” wisdom. These rulers, who John suggests are demons, are also popular leaders, such as philosophers and rhetoricians, emphasising that their rule does not extend into “the present age.” As a consequence, it is inherently “of short duration” in the letter to the Corinthians and all of these groups have now been abolished.783 John is therefore again using a rhetoric of destruction in order to downplay the actual importance that these authors may still have had among his audience.

Describing the harmful effects of demons, John frequently attacks ancient philosophy as spider-webs snaring the unwary. This metaphor is based on John’s perception of philosophy as useless, difficult, obscure and therefore worthy to be obliterated, as we can see in the following passage that sets out to emphasise Christianity’s triumph over pagan philosophy:784

Yet these high doctrines were both accepted and believed, and they flourish every day and increase; but the others have passed away, and perished, having been more easily obliterated than spiders’ webs. And with very good cause, for they were demons that declared this. Besides their impudence, their darkness is great, and the trouble that they cause is greater.

Similarly in the context of alleged imperial attacks against Christians, he alludes to the role of saints and martyrs in this conflict, perhaps alluding to the historical background of the Great Persecution:785

Yet, all their schemes and charges were torn apart more easily than spider-webs, they were dispersed more swiftly than smoke, and passed away faster than dust. For with such attacks they had increased the choir of martyrs, leaving behind those immortal treasures of the Church, her pillars and ramparts.

So, this text posits a strategy of Christianisation that focuses on the conversion of the uneducated and emphasises the ways that Christianity has metaphorically torn apart pagan wisdom and repelled imperial attacks against it.

Emphasising the faith-based nature of Christianity over the curiosity that informed the previous philosophies, John pictures Paul the apostle (a tentmaker by profession) standing in the Forum holding the tentmaker’s knife to show that even the unlearned could philosophise if they were Christians.786 Implying that Christianity has demolished other schools, this symbolism alludes to the persuasive force of Christianity:787

But still he appeared in public, and it was only by means of his appearance that he confounded all that of his enemies, overthrowing it all, and as if fire was falling on straw and hay, in this way he burned to ashes that of the demons and, in whatever way he wanted, overturned everything.

In context, John takes up a number of motifs that we have already identified. Thus, in a highly charged passage John compares the dissemination of the gospel to a battle between high and low, between educated and uneducated, in which Christians fought back with bare hands, noting that Christianity was successful as people had to give up their comfortable life-style and security:788

Tell me the reason why those from the opposite side [Christians] overcame their enemies, whenever you see the opposite of previous values occurring, and their wealth, nobility, force of rhetoric, their security, their widely-practised cult and all their innovations having at once been extinguished.

Enforcing this, John argues that Christianity was successful as it replaced the old religion, the pagan customs and ancient traditions of people, again alluding to the purifying force of fire and its power to expel demons:789

And just like a fire is started, the spikes are gradually burnt and disappear, consumed by the flames, the fields having been purified; in this way, the tongue of Paul shouts, attacking all more vehemently than fire, and everything gives way, the cult of the demons, the spectacles and festivals, the tradition of the forefathers […] and the evil works of the false prophets. […] Wherever Paul has sown this, the error is dispelled, the truth remains. Smoke and fume, all the cymbals, the drums, carousals, drunkenness, frivolity, adultery, and other horrors, which they used to celebrate in their temples of idols, have gone out and have been torn apart, just like wax is melted by fire and straw is consumed by the flame.

Following this, John reminds his audience of those philosophers that had been expelled already in classical times in order to admonish his audience that the time of pagan philosophers is over.790

In sum, we have seen that throughout his voluminous sermons, John Chrysostom often presents the rise of Christianity as a struggle between the apostles and their successors, Christian martyrs, and ancient philosophers as rivalling groups. He claims that as a consequence of this rivalry, much of the knowledge of the latter (in written or oral tradition) has been obliterated; however, with regard to some of these philosophies, John’s claim is wishful thinking, aimed at downplaying their importance as he wanted to persuade others not to believe in these opinions.

Although it is difficult to date exactly John’s various works, the changing attitudes of his texts can be traced and interpreted as occurring over the course of a career. We find some of the most radical polemics in texts that are probably related to the Statue Riot in Antioch of 387, which I shall discuss in the next section in greater detail. At this time in particular, his discourses against pagans appear to reflect the attitudes of the ascetic-monastic communities that he was personally acquainted with as he vigorously justified the actions of the monks and their clashwith the local philosophers. As Tiersch has noted, it was John’s role in the affair that ultimately saw him recommended to the election for the vacant see in Constantinople.791 However, once in this position he oscillates between continuing to encourage the obliteration of pagan books and being realistic enough not to attempt to fully dissuade Constantinople’s upper strata entirely from being educated in what is helpful for a wordly career, particularly in rhetoric and in pagan literature. In the next section I shall argue that there is some confirmation for this decline of ancient philosophy and of classical studies in general and that this can be grasped from the statements found in John’s pagan contemporary, Libanius.

5.2Libanius’ Complaints

Neglect of ancient literature could take many forms. Outwith of deliberate or ideologically motivated disregard, it is reasonable to assume that then as now public libraries in Late Antiquity could suffer from funding cuts. Traditionally, the decurions of the city were in charge of maintaining public institutions out of their own private wealth. But from the third century onwards, it is evident that these local elites increasingly began to avoid the burden of public liturgies, often disbursing these expenses by entering the military and the clergy – professions which exempted them from this financial obligation. In Christian cities the bishop gradually replaced the ancient administrative infrastructure and withdrawing funding from institutions that could disseminate pagan or anti-Christian material was in the interest of both the clergy and the Christian emperors.792 Although emperors could and did patronise learning, their inclination and emphasis was not towards pagan philosophy.793 As evidence of the impact the shift in this administrative emphasis caused, around 370, Basil complained that there were no learned discussions any more in the forum and that gymnasia had been closed in Caesarea.794 It is likely that this was because their funding had been choked off. Basil’s position, and the likelihood that the emerging infrastructure was the cause of this, is indicated by Salvian’s criticism of Greek gymnasia in Carthage in the fifth century. Salvian argued that they were immoral and unchristian because men used to exercise naked there.795

Libanius’ work highlights the impact of funding cuts by a Christian emperor on the teaching of the classics, as I shall argue in this section. He is a representative of the pagan group which John had in mind when he spoke out against ancient literature. He was the city-rhetor of Antioch and allegedly John’s early teacher. In a speech probably delivered in 361796, Libanius asked the city council to maintain the public teaching profession. His argument acknowledges that he is fortunate enough to hold a secure position, but bewails “the misery of our schools” in asking for the reinstatement of the financial aid that pays for the “four assistants who lead the youth towards knowledge of the classics.”797 Although it indicates that financial constraints in education are not simply a contemporary issue but a perennial theme in civilised societies, if the date is correct Libanius is effectively blaming Constantius II personally for this. He argues that the emperor despises this profession and its teachings, “even though it is naturally good.” Placing his argument within a wider context, Libanius briefly alludes to monks demolishing temples and the increasing disrespect that is being shown to his pagan religion.798 While Sandwell has dismissed these statements as being incidental,799 Norman correctly notes that Libanius is criticising the educational policy of the Christian administration in a generalized and non-specific way, to avoid further conflict.800 To my mind, as scholars like Festugière have argued, this is significant: Libanius as a pagan scholar was witnessing the Greek cultural tradition being threatened by the suppression of paganism.801 Although its tone therefore acknowledges the forces ranged against him, he is clearly making a stand and this should be recognized.

The epilogue to this episode is that in another speech probably given in 382 Libanius expresses his hope shortly after the accession of Theodosius that the new emperor would be more tolerant than Valens, a ruler who had persecuted philosophers.802 He contends that Constantius had never invited philosophers and teachers of rhetoric to his court, instead welcoming Christians in the senatorial rank, “confounded eunuchs […], those enemies of the gods, denizens of grave-yards, whose proud boast it is to belittle Helios and Zeus and his fellow-rulers”, arguing that these Christians had “expelled the rhetorical education.”803 As a consequence, he argues that students had lost any interest to “go through many poets, many orators and all kinds of literature” because they did not see it as aiding them in their careers.804 This shows that classical literature (although still studied at that time) became less and less important for career paths and was therefore likely to be neglected.

Moreover, in 387 a riot also broke out in Antioch, known as the Riot of the Statues, a major example for the religious unrest of that time. When emperor Theodosius called for heavier taxation, the crowd pulled down imperial images and statues. Following the riot, John composed On the Statues, a series of 21 homilies in which he argued that the reaction of the emperor was ultimately beneficial to the city as he did away with all pagan spectacles – sinful from a sincere Christian standpoint – albeit temporarily.805

In the seventeenth homily of this series, delivered on 27 March 387,806 John says that Antioch’s “pagan philosophers, dog-like outcasts who are more pitiful than dogs under the table and do everything for the sake of their stomachs”,807had all left the city apparently out of fear of punishment, having been suspected of antagonism towards the Christian emperor. Apparently, they were cynical philosophers (from kyniká, “dog-like”). John suggests that when the philosophers fled to the desert outside the city, local monks came to Antioch to appeal to the imperial magistrates “like noble warriors who […] shout and put their rivals to flight”, noting that as a result the forum was now roamed only by true philosophers – the monks.808 They later retreated to the mountains. In another homily in this series, he observed that “unseasonable laughter, shameful words and all cheerfulness were expelled”, alluding to and suggesting that the flight of the philosophers was caused by the arrival of the monks and that therefore Christian faith had metaphorically driven out pagan philosophies.809

Despite John’s polemics and the historical circumstances, Libanius was able to continue operating his school.810 Yet as we have seen even Libanius saw funding choked off for his school and personally felt some pressure: he himself was repeatedly charged with practising magic.811 He notes that in the same year, pagan teaching was indeed in a particularly difficult situation: “The studies on rhetoric and the teaching of grammar have been abolished. There is no teacher and no student.”812 In another sermon, Libanius goes on to describe the consequences of the riots of 387 in more detail, noting “students seized upon the event as an excuse for holidays […] tied up their books, mounted their horses…”813 While it is clear that he blames Christianity for this, it is also apparent that they did not desert their studies for long, as he describes in a later speech (Or. 34.12). While this episode appears to be somewhat limited in time, nevertheless it does show the increasing tendency that upper-class young people, while continuing to be educated in the classics, became less likely to invest much money, time and effort in learning these. In the next section, I shall argue that Ammianus criticised the imperial policy in ways similar to Libanius and therefore confirmed the general feeling that some pagan literatures were in decline, as is indicated also in the polemical passages by John Chrysostom that I have already discussed.

5.3The Decline of Libraries in Rome

The city of Rome was the main supplier of books in the Western Roman Empire. Despite all military setbacks, it continued to hold this position throughout the early Middle Ages and reportedly served as a centre for literary studies until at least the early fifth century. In the late fourth century, most of its senators were swift to convert to Christianity, although pagan religion continued to be preserved among some of their members associated with Symmachus and Nicomachus Flavianus. This religious change gave rise to a number of conflicts, known best from the controversy surrounding the altar of Victory in 384. The traditional view is that people associated with Symmachus and Nicomachus Flavianus, a group that was pagan at first and Christianised later, commissioned the manuscript tradition of Latin classical works that survive until today, while the emperors had little interest to preserve the works of old.

Libanius’ defence of pagan traditions in Antioch therefore provides a pertinent background against which to reread Ammianus’ well known passage on the fate of ancient libraries in Rome. I shall put this passage into the context of other pertinent passages by Ammianus, arguing that he alludes to an atmosphere of denunciation that was potentially detrimental to the interest in some pagan works of old. Originally from Antioch, Ammianus came to Rome and wrote in Latin. Based on parallel sources the following digression in one of Ammianus’ early books is assumed to be from the early 380s.814 Similarly to Libanius, he complains about the decadence of fourth-century high society and therefore accounts for the loss of books at that time:815

In this situation the few houses which were previously celebrated for the serious culture of studies are now filled with the trivial pursuits of passive idleness, echoing with the sound of singing and the resounding twanglings of strings. Finally, instead of the philosopher the singer is called in and instead of the orator the teacher of entertaining arts, while the libraries, like tombs, are closed forever.

Early research and some modern scholars have read Ammianus’ line on the closure of the libraries as indicating that the public libraries of Rome were shut or dismantled by the Christian emperors.816 However, Houston has convincingly argued that Ammianus was alluding only to private libraries, indicating that the fate of Rome’s public libraries remains unknown. In this context, it is clear that Ammianus is complaining about the frivolity and ignorance of senators, a tack which does not explicitly suggest the involvement of Christianity in this process. On the other hand, Houston does not find it implausible that most public libraries disappeared as a result of imperial religious policy.817 This is because catalogues and inscriptions from around 400 and later, such as the Notitia dignitatum, do not mention libraries or librarians and temples were generally not restored any more in Rome since the late fourth century.818 By contrast, two documents from the fourth century respectively attest 28 and 29 libraries for the city of Rome, although they do not mention their size.819 Seven of these are archaeologically attested, seven more in historical accounts.820

Apart from people like Symmachus and Nicomachus Flavianus, the majority of aristocrats whose religious identification is known were Christians.821 It therefore appears that Ammianus is alluding to Christian rather than to pagan senators in the passage on the libraries. Ammianus continues with this polemical theme within a catalogue of vices related to the situation in Rome in 371/2 where he highlights:822

first the errors of the nobility, as I have done a few times before as far as space allowed […] confining the incidents to a rapid digression. […] Some detest learning like poison, but read Juvenal and Marius Maximus with fairly careful eagerness,whereas they touch no other volumes in their profound leisure time, but why this should be so is not for my poor judgment to decide.

As we have already seen, Prudentius, a Christian poet close to the senate, also depicts the pagan studies represented by Symmachus as “poison.”823 Other Christian authors and also imperial laws frequently employ the poison-metaphor in regard to forbidden texts. Following on from his attack, Ammianus goes on to mention that the nobles use magic charges to blackmail people financially.824 Such allegations could be personally damaging and it was not in the interests of most individuals to be charged with disseminating magic or to be found owning any writings linked to this practice.

A few decades after Ammianus, Macrobius complains about early poets such as Ennius being neglected in his age. This passage has been much debated, but it appears that Macrobius positions stylistic rather than religious reasons as the cause of the neglect of “any old library.”825

In a landmark article, Bloch had coined this notion of a pagan revival among senators of Rome in the late fourth and early fifth centuries. Bloch suggested that pagan senators, such as Symmachus and his contemporary Nicomachus Flavianus, actively safeguarded the classical literary heritage against a hostile Christian surrounding. His argument is based on subscriptions which name late antique Roman aristocrats and which are found in the manuscripts of many Latin classics that senatorial households had transcribed from papyrus scrolls to the parchment codices which monasteries preserved.826

Despite its pervasive currency, the notion of a pagan revival in Rome at the turn of the fifth century has been questioned. Neither the notion of a close-knit circle nor their pagan direction is believed anymore today. Alan Cameron, in particular, has qualified this assumption, forwarding the idea that exactly these books survived because they were valuable luxury codices.827 He argued that senators engaged in preserving the literary patrimony did not do so from strong religious motivations and indeed had often already been Christianised since the beginning of the fifth century. In fact, he suggests that Christians rather than pagans made extensive use of these subscriptions. It is therefore more correct to say that the subscriptions that came into use in the fourth century have already been linked to Christian book production and undeniably reflect the high social status of subscribers.828

Pöhlmann is closer to Bloch’s position when in his history of text transmission, he argues that the classical heritage was preserved because senators (and upper-class people elsewhere) were exempt from Christian censorship.829 However, subscriptions account for the Christian canonisation of texts rather than pagan preservation efforts. Nevertheless, Alan Cameron provides an interesting exception in a mathematical text which gives the names of late antique pagans (like the Alexandrinian scholar Theon and his daughter Hypatia). Similar subscriptions are also found in earlier texts such as in an old copy of Epicurus’ De rerum natura, found among the Herculaneum papyri, which indicate the above-average care for correctness of these texts and perhaps the specifically pagan interest for texts on mathematics, astronomy and natural philosophy.830 At any rate, it is important to note that in the Latin West these Christian subscriptions are linked to the successful preservation of the accompanying text. This indicates that a text survived because of Christian approval.

Underpinning this trend towards canonisation is a colophon which Irenaeus of Lyons in the second century added to the end of his book and which is quoted and endorsed by Eusebius, Jerome and Rufinus:831

I adjure you who transcribe this book, by our Lord Jesus Christ and by his glorious advent when he will judge both the living and the dead, to transcribe, collate and correct it very carefully against the master-copy fromwhich you have transcribed it; similarly, you should also transcribe this oath, as you have found it in the master-copy.

The colophon displays eschatological ideas proscribing how a Christian religious text should be transcribed. In Irenaeus’ case, the addendum appears to be a determined effort to make sure that he will be judged deservedly according to his writings at Judgment Day, and by avoiding scribal errors that would otherwise give the impression that his writings lack doctrinal canonicity.

It has been assumed that Cassiodorus rescued much of Latin classical literature,832 but this belief is no longer given wide credence. The wealthy senator Cassiodorus (sixth century) was among the early initiators of monastic book production in the West. Cassiodorus collected books in Italy, Africa and for many years he lived in Constantinople, which preserved the classical tradition more than any other city. Early research on the surviving copies of pagan Latin texts identified the senatorial circle in Rome, originating with the late fourth-century senator Symmachus and terminating with sixth-century senatorial authors such as Boethius and Cassiodorus, as the common source for the transmission of many such texts.833 However, not much is known about the fate of Cassiodorus’ library in the monastery of Vivarium, although it is assumed its books were received first in Rome and the monastery of Bobbio and eventually beyond the Alps.834 In his Institutiones, Cassiodorus gives summaries and titles of books in his possession, in what Hagendahl has called “the first medieval library catalogue.”835 These titles scarcely exceed the amount of ancient Latin titles extant today.836 The evidence, therefore, suggests that ancient Latin literature suffered its greatest loss certainly before the sixth century (perhaps much earlier).837

In sum, Ammianus blames the decline of literature to changing interests, yet without overtly specifying that Christianity is causing this change, he subtly alludes to the current religious policy creating an atmosphere detrimental to the survival and promotion of pagan literatures associated with magic. In the context of this book, this is important because it shows that these literatures were actually neglected and that the reason for this was the religious atmosphere. It can therefore be argued that this neglect was due to censorship of books, but this does not mean that there was any attempt to ban classical literature in general.

5.4The Jerome–Rufinus Controversy

Given the evidence examined so far, it is not implausible that librarians physically removed books they disliked from libraries. At any rate, monasteries gave the greatest care to preserve the works of ecclesiastical authorities and followed their recommendations, given at a time when doctrinal controversies within Christianity were at their peak. Speyer has therefore argued that the following letter by Jerome may have had some impact on scribal decisions not to copy offensive classical texts in later centuries. To my mind, it is more important to read this passage as a testimonial for the way in which Christian scribes, in Jerome’s very own age or shortly after, decided which books or passages of a text to copy and which books or passages not to copy. In the letter, and borrowing from a similar interpretation given by Origen,838 Jerome compares the fate of pagan tenets in ancient, secular literature to that of a captive woman in the Old Testament. Christians, he argues, should avoid pagan literature just like a captive woman. However, if the captor desires her because of her beauty, she needs to be thoroughly cleansed before marriage (21.13.8–9):839

We are also used to do that when we read the philosophers, when the books of secular wisdom come into our hands. If we find anything useful in these, we convert it to our own doctrine, but if we find anything superfluous – concerning idols, love, the care for secular knowledge – these things we scrape off, for these we decree baldness, these we cut off like finger nails with a very sharp blade.

Speyer puts this forward to show where monastic scribes may have got the idea to delete problematic, lascivious lines from manuscripts that contain poetry.840 Yet despite its drastic wording, Jerome’s letter also reveals that a strategy of appropriation existed, allowing for the classical heritage to be absorbed in the Christian era. To my mind, Jerome is alluding to philosophical texts, such as those written by Plato, rather than to poetry. Hitherto this passage has not been read alongside a similar verdict on the part of Jerome’s adversary Rufinus:841

With your censor’s rod842and by your own arrogant authority, you announce: ‘This book should be banned from libraries, that book should be included; […] This author should be regarded as Catholic, even though he seems to have erred in quite a few things; that author should have no mercy for his error.’

Rufinus, his adversary in the Origenist controversy of the 390s, accuses Jerome of power abuse because he applied selfish, arbitrary rules when judging which books to ban from libraries. However, the critical thrust is of a polemical nature, as Jerome was not actually in charge of library reforms. It is known that Jerome at that time was in Palestine and had no authority over libraries. In context, Rufinus criticises Jerome’s verdict to reject the works of the martyr Pamphilus because they are of dubious authenticity. Rufinus’ claim that Jerome was expelling books from libraries can therefore be taken as a metaphor for judging their orthodoxy, something which nevertheless could stigmatise a book as being heretical and make it unlikely to be transmitted or received in libraries because of Jerome’s authority.

Jerome himself alludes to this quality in a letter addressed to Vigilantius, who also became his opponent. While claiming the same authority for himself, Jerome raises this rhetorical question: “Are you the only one allowed, with your very wise head, to pass sentence upon all Greek and Latin writers, as it were with your censor’s rod to eject some from libraries and to admit others?”843 He notes that he himself has omitted unorthodox passages from his Latin translation of works by Origen while criticising that Vigilantius kept copies of Origen’s treatise on Job. In these he notes that “while discoursing against the devil and concerning the stars and the sky, he has said certain things which the Church does not receive.”844 This circumstantial allusion nevertheless indicates the value and importance of natural philosophy to Christianity’s doctrinal interests. It is particularly noteworthy as it highlights the degree to which rival Christian authors struggled for power among each other by attempting to define what books (including their own) were permitted in libraries. In doing this, neither Rufinus nor Jerome explicitly mention pagan books and it appears that the focus of their debate was on Christian books that deviated from accepted orthodoxies rather than a concerted effort to push certain pagan texts into a terminal decline. However, passages like these still account for the fact that texts opposed to Christian orthodoxy were deliberately left behind.

In the next section, I shall briefly outline some of the attitudes that Christian ecclesiastical or lay authors displayed towards pagan literatures in general. As we have just seen, Christian authors, such as Jerome, were aware that their authority could mean that some books were preserved in libraries, while others were not. Therefore, we can observe that these attitudes towards pagan literatures had a significant impact on the preservation of ancient literatures.

5.5Christianity and Classical Literature

It is well known that Christian ecclesiastical authors often wrote about pagan and classical authors in a negative way. Of course there was no general agreement on the question of whether Christians should continue to study the classics. The fourth and fifth centuries are of particular importance as Christianity necessarily needed to become increasingly open to individuals that had received a rhetorical education. Indeed, many Christian ecclesiastical authors argued that it was an important conversion strategy to show that many of the ancient authors and philosophers had put forward views similarly to those found in the Bible. In this section, we will see a number of strategies that Christian authors employed to exempt classical literature from demonisation despite the fact that these texts frequently mention pagan gods. We will also see that other texts were actually attributed to a demonical counter-world and that there are reasons to believe that this differentiation had an impact on the survival of pagan literatures.

The prime example of a Christian ecclesiastical author relatively tolerant of classical literature is Basil of Caesarea (c. 330 –379). In his much discussed treatise Address to Young Men on the Right Use of Greek Literature, Basil raised the question of to what extent young Christians should receive education in pagan literature. He employed the metaphor of bees collecting honey to suggest how Christians can take advantage of classical literature. Scholars have taken this treatise as the prime reason for why Christian readers in the East did not reject the classics.845 Fourth-century Christian authors, such as Basil and Jerome, had received a rhetorical education before their conversion. This education had shaped them intellectually to the point where they continued to quote classical works even as bishops.846 Unlike many earlier Christian authors they were themselves members of an educated elite.

This was not always unproblematic. In a dream, Jerome was haunted by God torturing him for someone who preferred Cicero and Plautus to reading the Bible. Criticising the luxurious life-style of Roman society as opposed to monastic life, he passionately vowed “Lord, if ever again I possess secular books, or if ever again I read such, I have denied you.”847 Jerome’s allusion to Peter’s denial of Jesus after the Last Supper is significant, as it places reading such texts on a par with this act. Jerome did not adhere to his promise, however. The monk Rufinus of Aquileia became Jerome’s adversary in the Origenist controversy and he publicly repudiated Jerome for not living up to this standard, claiming that Jerome continued to quote Cicero, Vergil, Horace, and even books by Pythagoras otherwise considered lost.848 This is significant because, if correct, it means that books by Pythagoras (or perhaps more likely by Pythagorean philosophers) were still circulating at that time. In his defence of this charge, Jerome declared he had in fact quoted such passages merely because he had memorised them during the rhetorical education he received. He implausibly went on to suggest that he never returned to classical texts following his education, turning the tables on Rufinus by alleging that he had studied Cicero “in secret” in order to gain a reputation of being eloquent.849 Their correspondence represents the hostile attitudes of monastic communities towards the classical heritage.

Lay Christians had a far more relaxed attitude towards rhetorical training. A passage by Socrates Scholasticus is the locus classicus showing that Christian lay authors of the East were appreciative of classical literature. In Constantinople of the first half of the fifth century – a centre for classical learning in the east –, the Church historian Socrates gave a list of reasons as to why Christians should make use of Greek education. This can be summarized as follows: it was neither recognised nor entirely rejected by Jesus and the apostles; some philosophers came close to Christianity and opposed the Epicureans and other schools; and Greek education ultimately is helpful for Christians to refute adversaries with their own weapons. To accomplish the latter, it is necessary to engage with the former, Socrates suggests. Where extremist Christians put forward the opinion that Greek paideia is pernicious because it “teaches polytheism”, Socrates thus argues that contemporaries appreciated Greek paideia.850 Socrates’ line of argument nonetheless shows that he felt it necessary to defend classical education from clerical reproaches.

Some Greek ecclesiastical authors shared similar attitudes. The works of Cyril, patriarch of Alexandria (412–444), contain a number of typical motifs with which Christian ecclesiastical authors intended to appropriate the classical heritage to the contemporary Christian reader. For example, several times Cyril refers to Greek literature and philosophy metaphorically as the spoils of gold and silver which the Israelites took out of Egypt.851 While Cyril rejected ancient materialist philosophy, his disdain for classical authors (still being studied) was less harsh; he occasionally quoted classical authors, but mostly in order to add authority to his claims beyond citing biblical works.

Within this context of endorsing classical authors, Cyril refers particularly to Homer in order to appropriate classical texts for the Christian reader. Although Homer is positioned as “not quite remote from the dancers on the stage” (which were often despised because of their low social status), it is conceded that he had introduced the literary theme of battling virtues and vices (a Christian theme elaborated by Prudentius). In the field of physics, however, Homer had sung about the clash of elements, while also speaking of “god himself” instead of “someone of the gods.” Cyril takes this latter point as an indication for Homer being “not entirely ignorant of the truth.”852 Similarly, Cyril elsewhere quotes and summarizes passages on creation from Hesiod in order to show their lack of clarity and both engagements can be taken as a sign of his genuine interest in classical culture.853

While some Christian authors therefore held classical texts in high regard, others considered ancient literary traditions as potentially harmful. John Chrysostom wrote a pedagogical treatise, arguing that the “fables” (mýthoi), the material of ancient poetry such as the story of Jason and the Fleece, should be removed from child education.854 He also suggests that as these things excite sexual feelings particularly during puberty, the child needs to be taught that hellfire follows sexual indulgence to curb these feelings or any attempt to act on them.855 John therefore proposes an educational strategy similar to those employed in the educational training that monks and ascetics received, as we have already seen. However, there is also an acceptance in John’s work that upper-class people are likely to have come into contact with Greek paideia following their childhood education. Although he criticises paideia for its non-accordance with Christian teaching, he himself possessed this higher education and he appears to attach some value to it.856 Indeed, as early Christian educational pedagogy according to John was deeply concerned with fortifying the child against later temptation, in a sermon given in Constantinople John suggests that classical paideia may be suitable to provide illustrative examples of ancient misfortunes.857

Attitudes in the West were no different. Augustine’s four books De doctrina Christiana (mostly written in 396/7 and finished in 426/7) became a landmark guide for the West on how Christians should deal with the ancient literary heritage. De doctrina Christiana was primarily a handbook for bishops and priests, providing guidance on how they were to be trained.858 It was in line with the council of Carthage of 398, which prohibited bishops to read pagan books (libros gentilium) and permitted to read heretical books in exceptional cases only.859 It has been argued that these books were written specifically for contemporary monasticism which was radically hostile against ancient education.860 But it is also apparent that Augustine justified the Christian appropriation of ancient authors. Similarly to Cyril, he makes specific reference to the Israelites taking jewels of gold and silver from Egypt and the Egyptians but leaving behind the idols and burdens – a clear metaphor for Christians selecting ancient material that accorded with and supported the Bible.861 Generally, however, Augustine assigned Christian and biblical rather than classical authors to be studied in rhetorical education as canonical authors.862 The dual nature of rhetoric is also important in his writings. Rhetoric is useful to disseminate Christian doctrine and to refute enemies.863 Thus Augustine’s De doctrina Christiana, although far from accounting for the end of education, does so – it seems – in what amounts to denying the transmission of classical texts in schools, programmatically at least; but it has also rightfully been argued that he actually opened up a path for their legitimate survival.864

Augustine’s On Cathechising the Uninstructed (c. 400) is another important text on the practice of Christian religious instruction as it suggests that coercion involves monitoring reading interests. Augustine here gives advice on how to inquire potential converts. If the missionaries get in touch with people well-educated in the liberal arts, they should interrogate them about the books they either possess or have previously read. The missionaries then should praise canonical books, particularly biblical ones, and criticise other authors:865

And when he has told us this and if these books are known to us, or at least if we heard that according to the tradition of the Church, they were composed by some Catholic man of note, then we should gladly approve them. But if he has fallen victim to the volumes of some heretic and, unknowingly perhaps, remembers and considers something to be Catholic what the true faith condemns, we must diligently instruct him, setting before him the authority of the universal Church.

This shows that the converts were advised to get rid of their heretical books. These books may have involved pagan books opposed to the Christian world view because the potential converts were well-educated pagans. At any rate, they were likely to be harassed if they came up with any thoughts contrary to Church doctrines. For example, in the City of God Augustine refers to contemporary pagans that he intends to refute, just as some of them were themselves preparing a refutation against him:866

When I had published the first three of these books and they had come into the hands of many, I heard that certain persons were preparing against them a written reply of one kind or another. Then, it was reported to me that that they had already written it, but were seeking a time when they could publish it without danger. I admonish these persons not to desire what is not helpful for them.

Augustine takes the tack that their biased vanity is opposed to the truth of Augustine’s discourse, proposing to tear out their ‘most impudent garrulity’ and suggesting that they would be much happier if they ‘were not allowed to do this at all’. Nevertheless, he concedes that in consultations with theologians people can voice their different opinions and listen to them in order to be corrected.867

Augustine deals explicitly with the subject of censorship of poetry in two major sections of the City of God. Explicating his point that sexually offensive poetry should not be read,868 Augustine argues that theatrical performances encourage sexual indulgence contrary to Christian morals and that in this regard they are thus comparable to mystical rites. He blames their origin on the wickedness of the pagan demons, while conceding that comedy and tragedy, although they also contain many shameful things, are more tolerable than other performances. Augustine also says that young students are still forced to study dramatic texts, perhaps in allusion to his own school days, indicating the continuation of classical studies in North Africa.869

Firstly, Augustine refers to Cicero’s opinion in his work On the State. It is not firmly known whether or not Augustine misrepresented Cicero’s view as the relevant sections of Cicero’s On the State are lost today, but there is reason to belief, as I shall argue shortly, that he was at best loosely based on ancient authorities in this regard. Cicero’s work is important because it was a pioneering work on state theory in Latin classical literature. Summarising Cicero, Augustine thus argues the ancient Romans had never been appreciative of poetical license as much as the Greeks had been, but rather than allowing living persons to be satirised, they had, in the archaic Law of the Twelve Tables, ruled capital punishment to “anyone who had performed or composed a poem in order to bring infamy or disgrace on someone else.”870 Moreover, he comments, Cicero had credited the great Roman statesman Scipio with approving the ancient practice that persons involved in theatrical shows, such as actors, should be allowed neither to hold offices nor to vote.871 Augustine therefore used Cicero’s classical text to argue that the ideal Christian state should be restrictive of poetical licence.

Secondly, Augustine quotes the example of Plato in On the State in order to further discuss whether or not poets are to be considered as infamous as actors (who were of low social status) in Christian society. Augustine largely endorses Plato, who allegedly argues that “they should be expelled from the city as enemies of the truth.” However, as Plato had only literally written this concerning the pantomimes he is somewhat erroneously reproduced here, although Augustine may have read the Greek text and Plato did indeed write that the youth should be protected from some problematic, imitative pieces of poetry such as Homeric battle-scenes.872 In regard to the quotations from Cicero, Augustine writes that he abbreviated and altered the text “to make it easier to understand”,873 but in the case of Plato it is obvious that he has somewhat misrepresented the original text to fit his argument and his conclusions.

Yet, he does not denounce those (recent) poets who allegedly predicted the advent of Christ and argued against other gods.874 This statement is interesting because Augustine could well have been thinking of Vergil, without mentioning him, because Vergil allegedly predicted the birth of Christ. Although Augustine generally disapproves of pagan poetry, his exemption of Vergil from this verdict is a recurring theme. Indeed, in Augustine’s works Vergil is the poet quoted most often, frequently in non-polemical contexts, although Augustine always stressed the unbridgeable gap between Vergil’s values and that of the Christian society.875

The verdict on books about Roman religion was far less favourable. Having established the link between pagan poetry and religion, Augustine dedicates a section of book six to suggesting that knowledge of Roman religion should be choked off in Christian society. Explicating this point, Augustine draws on the ancient authority of Varro in order to show that the opinions of pagans on the subject of the afterlife are erroneous.876 As with the case of pagan philosophy, constructions of the afterlife were a prime concern for Christian authors. Augustine’s use of Varro for his purpose is revealing. If his work was still extant Varro would be the ultimate authority for reconstructing Roman religion today. But Augustine is the last author who is known to have had access to his work. (Similar things can be said about Cicero’s pioneering work On the State that was deleted and overwritten with a text authored by Augustine, in an early-medieval monastery as we will see in the final chapter). Generally, Augustine argues that the religious institutions of the past are inspired by unclean demons which inspire men with “noxious opinions.”877 It is thus likely that it got lost soon after. I therefore suggest that Augustine’s discourse explains why Christian institutions thought it inappropriate to preserve this work, namely because it attempted to preserve the demonical knowledge of Roman religion.

Augustine’s attitudes towards knowledge of Roman religion inform his polemical discourse of pagan historical accounts. Thus in book 18 Augustine cites the Bible, according to which the world is no older than 6,000 years altogether. In Augustine’s opinion, the truth of the Bible is evident because the “historians” (historici) have recorded contradictory accounts whereas the Bible offers one. True Christians, he suggests, do not believe these authors and may not even read them as uncritical readers of pagan historians are the descendants of the people of Babylon:878

Moreover, the citizens of the ungodly city, scattered everywhere throughout the earth, read the most learned authors, whose authority can apparently not be condemned, although these authors disagree among themselves concerning events most remote from the memory of our own age, and they cannot find out whom they should more likely trust. We, by contrast, are grounded in the history of our religion by divine authority and strongly believe that anything contrary to it is entirely false, no matter what differences there are in secular books, which, whether true or false, contribute nothing of moment to living a right and blessed life.

Ancient historians, he notes on the other hand, are useful for proving that contemporary arguments against Christianity are untrue. They have worth as a means for hoisting the enemy with their own petard. Augustine himself uses this strategy when he quotes ancient authorities in order to persuade his audience that the Roman Republic was no better than the present age, despite all recent military setbacks.879

Finally, Augustine also criticises the Roman state for insufficient censorship measures, approving of the few cases where the early Roman state actually burnt books. In the seventh book, he mentions that the senate in 181 BC ordered books allegedly written by the archaic Roman king Numa to be burnt. Drawing from Varro’s account, Augustine concludes that Numa “by an unlawful curiosity” was inspired by demons to write down the causes for Roman rites, but decided to bury these books (which were allegedly influenced by Pythagorean philosophy) as he was worried that either their dangerous content became known if published or the demons would rage against him if he had destroyed these books. This again shows that people like Augustine believed that books contained demons. Augustine seems to be sympathetic with the senate’s decision to burn these books, arguing that “human curiosity” would otherwise have been tempted to search for these books since the matter had already been divulged.880

Similarly to Augustine, the works of the Christian poet Prudentius (early fifth century) contain a number of statements that disapprove of certain literary genres and art forms. However, as to the content used in his poetry, it is to Prudentius’ aesthetic and literary merit to have elaborated, and so appropriated, classical motifs, while other Christian poets (such as Proba, Juvencus and Sedulius) largely kept on versifying biblical or early Christian prose. Prudentius also pleaded for preservation of pagan statues as works of art.881 In one of his hymns the martyr Romanus appeals to the reader to take responsibility for what he is reading, framing this as a discourse between martyr and persecutor:882

You say the poets fabricate these tales, but they are themselves devoted, as much as you, to such mystic cults, and they worship what they describe. Why do you find such pleasure in reading of sin?

The end of the Romanus hymn draws an extensive picture of Judgment Day, featuring Romanus’ rewards and the punishment of sinners. In this, Prudentius’ narrative is close to a similarly eschatological passage of Paulinus of Nola, who warned in one of his poems that the end is near and therefore: “the true oracles warn everyone to believe in the sacred books mentioned, and to prepare themselves for God.”883 This latter point is also mirrored in Prudentius’ poem Apotheosis, which suggests that people should now read the right things with reference to the Second Coming of Christ. In Prudentius’ rhetoric, not only have Bibles largely replaced other books, but also the Bibles are new (transcribed) books: “For what literature now does not contain Christ? What book-case is not filled with the praise of Christ, celebrating his miracles in new books?”884 Prudentius intends to demonstrate the superiority of Christianity and was likely aware that at this time the Bible has not replaced other books as much as he wants us to think. This passage also presents a possible hint that old Latin translations of biblical books were replaced with a new canonical version, perhaps alluding to the Vulgate, written by Jerome at the end of the fourth century. By implication, this suggests that uncanonical texts were unlikely to be transcribed – an ideologically and authoritatively endorsed selection process that comes close to modern understandings of censorship. Older versions of the Bible, however, continued to circulate for centuries to come.

Despite the polemical thrust of this position, Prudentius elsewhere directly argues for the preservation of the work of the pagan senator Symmachus, his enemy against whom he wrote the two books Contra Symmachum, on condition that he himself is allowed to refute it: “Let his book rest unharmed, his excellent volume keep the fame it has earned by his flashing eloquence.”885 Whether a testament to Prudentius’ persuasiveness or the vagaries of history, much of Symmachus’ writing does, in fact, survive. Symmachus’ letters as well as the Relationes, written during his prefecture in 384/5 are extant. Posthumously edited by Symmachus’ son, the letters were probably then censored to suppress dangerous material.886 Cardinal Angelo Mai discovered and edited a palimpsest of Symmachus’ speeches in 1815. The original copy dates from before the mid of the sixth century.887 The text was deleted probably in the seventh century and overwritten with the Acts of the Council of Chalcedon of 451. The original codex contained other texts considered to be lost: letters from the second-century author Fronto (who wrote against Christianity) and Cicero’s opus maius on the republic. There is some sense in Gnilka’s reading of volumen as exclusively related to Symmachus’ third relatio on the altar of Victory,888 but Prudentius’ plea, as we will see, could also be understood by monastic copyists as covering his works as a whole.

Prudentius does not then re-emerge until the early medieval period when the interest of monks in commentary scholarship saw a re-engagement with Prudentius’ poetry. These glosses were originally penned probably between 650 and 750.889 They are important for this book because they were written by monks and therefore give an insight into the attitudes of people who were in charge of copying books at a time for which little information is available.

The glosses do not suggest that those who carried them out had a specific untrammelled knowledge of the history of some 300 years before as the comments therein do not significantly surpass the level of elementary, non-informed scholarship. For example, Theodosius and Honorius, the emperors mentioned in the books Contra Symmachum are confused with Constantine. Their significance, however, is that the glossators read and understood some of the passages discussed as warnings against heretical literature. The eloquence of the snake that symbolizes Symmachus is explained as “heretical” and so too is its poisonous bite.890 They therefore emphasise that the distinction between pagan and non-conformist Christian thoughts was void. This is an indication that the writings of important Christian authors of Late Antiquity which warned against subversive branches of pagan literature were taken seriously by those who made decisions about which texts to copy and which texts not to copy.

Having briefly explored the confluence between Christian and pre-Christian literary cultures, I have noted that while Christian ecclesiastical authors often criticised the classics, this does not mean that lay Christians agreed with this verdict. Nevertheless, the canon of classical authors clearly narrowed down in Late Antiquity compared to the Early Empire and according to established research there is little evidence of any interest in classical authors in Western Europe after the fifth century, as we will see in the next section.

5.6Christianity and Paideia

As said before, it is likely that the transmission and preservation of ancient texts depended on the interest of readers in any given period. While changing interests or moral disapproval can neither be regarded as forms of censorship nor as sufficient reasons for anyone to destroy these texts, these factors could contribute to a general feeling that studying ancient texts was no longer helpful for a worldly or clerical career.

In consequence, and along with other important factors such as the political and economic decline of the Roman Empire, particularly in the West, books came to be neglected. Krüger has published a survey which shows that the production of books dropped significantly and that Christian texts replaced pagan ones during the fourth and fifth centuries. The survey was based on the 1,612 literary fragments from Oxyrhynchus in Egypt edited by this time. From literary fragments, 41 and 30 per cent date from the second and third centuries respectively, 7 per cent to the fourth and less to later centuries. The percentage of Christian fragments among literary papyri per century ranges from 0.9 in the second century to 8.2 in the third century, but suddenly changes to roughly 40 to 60 per cent from the fourth to seventh centuries each. During the same period, the amount of classical texts declined from more than 30 per cent to less than 5 per cent at the turn of the fourth century. The absolute figure of pagan texts then is very low compared to the early centuries. Krüger concluded that the figures are due to the early Christianisation of the city.891 This coincides with poetic contests evidenced for Oxyrhynchus, a city with a strong literary tradition, only until the end of the third century.892 Based on the papyrological material published at this time, Cavallo observed a further decline in the circulation of books, particularly of pagan content, after the reign of Justinian.893

It is therefore pertinent that some Christian authors disapproved of certain literary genres and art forms. However, it is also important to stress that many of these forms that Christian authors criticised have not been unanimously accepted in the ancient world either. For example, because of their low social status mimes and actors were normally held in low esteem among classical, upper-class writers during the imperial period.

My aim in this section is to briefly address the question of how long classical texts continued to be studied after the Roman Empire became increasingly Christianised in the fourth and fifth centuries, outlining recent research and a number of relevant sources on this subject. In order to do this, it is particularly important to analyse the meaning of paideia in late antique sources because this term has often been used by scholars to argue that Christians appreciated classical texts. It is also important to distinguish between different regions (Western Europe, North Africa where Latin was dominant and the Greek East) because these regions came to be increasingly independent when the Roman Empire fell apart in Late Antiquity. The aim of this section has implications on the book’s general question of when and why Christian attitudes towards pagan literatures possibly affected the transmission of texts.

As said before, attitudes towards ancient literature and education in general were relatively ambiguous among Christian authors. In this context, much has been written on the relationship between Christianity and ancient education. To give a full survey of the range of attitudes of Christian authors towards classical literature is not the remit of this investigation. But studies indicate a continuation of paideia (education) in early Christianity despite the critical opinions of Christian authors. In this context, paideia is usually defined today as educational instruction in a range of authors accepted by pagans and Christians in Late Antiquity. Thus it appears that early Christian authors developed different strategies in order to appropriate ancient scholarship for the Christian reader.

Gemeinhardt recently published an important book on the subject of Latin Christendom and Ancient Pagan Education. Gemeinhardt’s work has the merit of deepening our understanding of how Christian authors appropriated ancient education, specifically in the West, beyond the fifth century. However, to my mind, Gemeinhardt sometimes too easily presumes that when Christian sources mention education (or paideia) they were talking about classical rather than Christian authors or (at best) the knowledge derived from grammar books. More recently, Siniossoglou has rightfully emphasised that many Greek-speaking Christians in the East wrote about their education as quite opposed to the notion of education in ancient, pagan texts.894 I will now discuss some relevant statements by diverse Christian (ecclesiastical or lay) authors regarding pagan literature and education.

In Christian texts paideia does not always mean education in the classics. For example, the apocryphal fourth-century Acts of Philip contain a fictitious speech to the Athenians, which commends Christianity to educated people but as very different from ancient education: “For my lord brought a paideia which is new and unknown into this world in order to devour all the paideia of the world.”895 Gemeinhardt reads this testimonial as “not abandoning the term and content of paideia.”896 Yet while the term itself indeed remains the same, the content of paideia is different here. More explicitly, the fourth-century Recognitions, a novel by Pseudo-Clement, pictures the apostle Peter as asserting that education (eruditio liberalis) is ruinous “if used for the errors of antiquity”, but very useful “for the dissemination of the true way.”897 There is evidence for these claims also in non-fictitious texts. Bishop Lucifer of Cagliari in a speech to the emperor Constantius II (337–361), for example, wrote that Nicene Christians are “aloof from any knowledge of pagan literature”, but of course this is wishful thinking.898 In the early fifth century, Eucherius of Lyon sought to persuade his correspondent to give up ancient philosophical for biblical readings.899 In both passages criticism of studies outside of the Bible indicates that these studies actually continued. Similar attitudes can be traced throughout Late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages. This does not necessarily mean that the critics were hostile to this literature. Christians could criticise pagan literature because they felt to be dealing with a superior rather than an outdated enemy.

The same division emerges in the treatise Contra Julianum by Cyril of Alexandria. Answering the emperor Julian’s claim that children educated only in the Bible were no better than uneducated slaves when grown up, Cyril concedes that children raised as Christians do lack eloquence, yet, to be ascertained of the love of God is the only aim of Christian education. Christians learn all genres of virtue exclusively from the Bible,900 although they use the words of the Greeks, “because we take advantage of that which is useful as a propaedeuticum to the true paideia.”901 He goes on to say that because Christians did not practice the Hebrew language, they strip the Attic language they use of any pagan connotation, because Attic, like Hebrew, was created by God.902 Cyril, therefore, uses the notion of paideia in a Christian understanding, as the true paideia.903 Cyril’s terminology of paideia matches that used by Julian, as Malley has indicated. Indeed, in several passages of Julian’s writings, paideia is intrinsically tied to Hellenism.904 Christians, on the other hand, have their own paideia, as education based on biblical texts.905 I agree with Malley who concluded that Julian felt Greek paideia to be endangered by this Christian paideia.906

It is, then, a matter of ongoing debate how long classical literatures continued to be actively taught as well as actively studied. It would appear logical that if teachers did stop teaching classical authors after they converted to Christianity, then it would mean that these subjects would be taught less as more teachers converted. However, that Gemeinhardt argues “that Christian teachers did normally not replace classical authors with their own”907suggests that it is a difficult question to answer categorically. For example, an exercise book surviving from fourth-century Egypt shows that students penned the sign of the cross on each page to exorcise the names of gods used to learn the alphabet.908 While this means that the students were likely to study the classics, it also points towards reservations regarding using pagan texts as curricular material in education because the Christian cross exorcised the students from any harmful effects. It is also known that classical texts were studied in Egypt throughout the Byzantine period (this is known for this region from papyri finds), but the canon of classical works narrowed down compared to the first three centuries AD, with Homer being the classical text most often attested.909

The main evidence Gemeinhardt draws on to show that the classics were read in schools in Western Europe after the fifth century is a treatise written by an anonymous grammarian some time between 450 and 550. Although Schindel has identified it as a common source for Isidore of Seville and Julian of Toledo, he does not agree that it directly draws on classical authors as sources. Rather, he suggests that the treatise can be taken as indicating the declining interest in classical education in the West.910 This treatise quotes from Cicero, Terence and Vergil to give stylistic examples of good wording, albeit in fragmentary form. It is therefore possible that these allusions were not direct quotations. They may have been based on earlier extracts of classical quotations. It therefore appears that grammatical education in this time and region did include classical studies, but that these studies consisted only of short quotations rather than full texts.

Riché has therefore correctly warned against the presumption that after the fall of Rome school educational praxis in the West continued to include ancient authors other than Vergil. Instead, exercise and grammatical handbooks containing quotations from a range of classical literature (florilegia) were in use.911 But the scale of these allusions and references stand in marked contrast to what we do know about rhetorical education from extant handbooks of the Early Empire (Quintilian stands as a pertinent example). This body of evidence suggests that a far larger canon of ancient authors was available in the first and second centuries. Nevertheless, the Life of Fulgentius, bishop of Ruspe (in modern Tunisia), attests that grammar schools continued to exist under Vandal reign, well into the late fifth century. It is clear that the students learned Latin authors there. Whether these included the classics or only Christian Latin authors is difficult to say. All we know is that the Christian mother of young Fulgentius made him study Homer and Menander intensively in private lessons. These authors were not taught in schools because they wrote in Greek, but it appears that they were studied in private.912

5.7Conclusion

John Chrysostom and other Christian authors repeatedly present Christianity as a new way of life that has finally replaced the ancestral tradition that was based on the teachings of philosophers. Using a rhetoric of destruction and ridiculisation, John in particular links this dialectic to the martyrs and persecutions of the past, such as to the Great Persecution, while acknowledging that the philosophical knowledge of the past was not entirely lost at that time. This historic link informs the overall claim of the Christian authors that I have discussed to physically remove ancient philosophical knowledge from the Christian community as elitist, demonical, producing heretical opinions and so as detrimental to the unity of Christianity. These exhortations may therefore have influenced the decisions of Christian communities about which texts were regarded not to be worthy of preservation.

However, in engaging in extensive readings of John’s work, one needs to be careful not to mistake their rhetoric for the reality that they purport to depict. Radical sermons can have little relevance to the actual behaviour of much of society and their biases and polemical intents are often clear and distinct. Their consecutive readings in this text indicate, for example, that like Libanius, John makes excessive use of the florid style of late antique rhetoric to draw dire pictures of the groups who exist outside the parameters of Christian orthodoxy.913 But it must also be noted that John was a contemporary, speaking to his contemporaries, in an accepted contemporary style. As such, as Hartney has argued, the homilies discussed in this chapter had a central place in the Christian liturgy performed in churches.914 While the question of who attended John’s sermons has been a matter of some academic debate, it appears that he spoke primarily to the upper echelons of society, and to a socially diverse group in Antioch, and later Constantinople.915 At that time, the power of the see of Constantinople was second only to Rome’s and John’s episcopal tenure there granted him great power and influence where he had been an unwordly cleric with little authority in Antioch. His preaching was not necessarily successful. For example, John was committed, too, to abolishing the games, but was unsuccessful in this as the games continued to enjoy popularity.916 In many ways, it is clear that John was an extremist and a nuisance. But that does not deny the reality that his writings were considered important in the centuries to follow. Their preaching of a radically pure Christianity that excluded any pagan element was attractive to similar-minded ascetics. Although it did not necessarily filter through to all aspects of the broader influence of Christianity or down to the rest of the Christian population it was an influence on its development, and must be acknowledged as such.

Libanius and Ammianus are two examples of pagan authors who complain that the current imperial policy is responsible for the decline of ancient literature as wordly or clerical careers no longer required education in the classics. As a consequence, it is occasionally attested that institutions which preserved these traditions were shut down. It has been argued by others that Ammianus blames the physical decline of books and libraries mainly on changing interests, but on the balance of probability I have provided evidence to suggest that he occasionally criticised the changing religious climate in a way similar as Libanius did.

While in the case of Jerome it is clear that he felt to have the authority to exclude from long-term preservation certain works that he disapproved of, I have discussed evidence from other important Christian authors to suggest that their moral engagement with ancient literary traditions had a similar long-term influence on the preservation of literature. On the one hand, it is well known that there was a broad consensus shared by both ecclesiastical and lay authors to generally exempt classical works from demonisation, although the interest in classical authors increasingly declined in western Europe after the fourth century. Augustine, for example, frequently endorsed the works of Plato, and many Christian authors of Late Antiquity were based on Plato and other ancient philosophers, whose opinions they held in high regard as long as they did not contradict the Bible. Their strategy was to allege that these positive philosophical views were themselves influenced by the Judaeo-Christian tradition. On the other hand, it has also become clear that texts that dealt specifically with pagan religion were considered as demonical as books on magic or divination. The most obvious example for this are the pertinent works by Varro, which are quoted and discussed by Augustine, but seem to have gone lost soon after. This chapter therefore illustrates the power that was attributed to books with different contents in Late Antiquity. Keeping in mind these specific powers of books in Late Antiquity, in the next chapter I shall discuss the evidence for the destruction of libraries either intentionally or accidentally in the wake of religious riots.


6Destruction of Libraries

In the last chapter we have seen that some Christian groups, such as monks and ascetics, were opposed not only to specific aspects of pagan literature such as magic, astrology, heresy and the philosophical discourses that informed it, but also to pagan literature as a whole. This does not mean that there was a concerted effort to destroy these books, but there are reasons to think that in cases of violent religious conflicts books could also be the object of destruction, given the power that some attributed to books. The fourth and fifth century are generally characterised by a number of religious conflicts having to do with the ecclesiastical and social controversies at that time. Ecclesiastical dissent and Christian−pagan tensions often gave rise to factionalism, riots and street-fighting in the major cities of the Roman Empire.

In this context, it has been assumed that Christians in Late Antiquity destroyed large libraries.917 But the source evidence for this assumption must be questioned. These incidents are often best viewed as isolated reactions set within a broader context of religious violence that frequently broke out in Late Antiquity. I shall therefore now scrutinise the incidents of books burnt incidentally during raids and riots, arguing that in many cases religion was an important factor that instigated mob violence. While I have so far discussed incidents of book-burning that usually had to do with imperial legislation, this chapter will deal with instances in which any destruction of books was probably unintentional, but perhaps openly tolerated as the necessary outcome of a building being destroyed.

I shall first discuss the case of a library founded by the emperor Julian in Antioch and destroyed by his successor Jovian. While this incident at first glance appears to be a clear case of deliberate destruction on religious grounds, upon closer study it is clear that the source evidence is ambiguous. I shall then discuss the destruction of a large library in Rome, arguing that this too may have been the result of a religious riot, although the evidence is unclear. I shall go on to analyse the source evidence for the end of Alexandria’s two main libraries. My aim is to support the view put forward in previous scholarship that the library in the Museion may well have continued to exist until the religious riot in 391, during which the Serapeum was reportedly destroyed. In this context, it is also interesting to read the evidence on the philosopher Hypatia of Alexandria as a case study for allegations lodged against subversive books at that time. I shall then analyse the scant evidence for the destruction of libraries or archives during the sack of Rome in 410, arguing that Prudentius may have had knowledge of this and that he justified the destruction as welcome from a Christian apologetic standpoint, as Orosius did as well. Finally, I shall discuss the evidence for the repeated destruction of the library in Constantinople.

6.1A Temple Destroyed in Antioch

Julian’s plan to revive paganism as the central religion of the Roman Empire inevitably led to irritation. Christians and pagans alike felt that the emperor had stretched it too far. His immediate successors were therefore keen to present themselves as very distant from Julian’s religious policy after his untimely and ominous death in battle in 363. All of the emperors after him were quick to present themselves as Christian rulers. Because Julian was supportive of, and himself advised by, prominent pagan philosophers, his short rule had evoked the memories of the persecutions of the past. The immediate policy following Julian’s death was to reverse this kind of protectionism of pagan philosophy. Statues of Julian were overthrown, his name erased from inscriptions.

It is therefore perhaps not unsurprising that one library was allegedly destroyed by a Christian emperor during the short rule of the emperor Jovian, successor to the last pagan emperor Julian. However, this case has many problematic elements. It is only recorded in late, unreliable and hostile accounts, especially by John of Antioch, a monk of the sixth or early seventh century. Fragments of his work only survive in later collections (from the tenth century in this case). The text from Mariev’s recent edition is a good place to start unpicking these:918

They [the inhabitants of Antioch] directed their mockery at his wife as well, because of the destruction of a temple. For the emperor Hadrian had established a small elegant temple for the deification and honour of his father Trajan, which Julian the Apostate made into a library. It was this temple that Jovian burned down along with all its books.

The destruction of the temple-library would have resulted in a riot had not Jovian left the city. It was probably the pagan population that forced Jovian to leave. The following parallel text, preserved by Suidas, mentions that Jovian was influenced by his wife and gives an interesting addition to the reaction of the Antiochians. It probably contains a fragment from Eunapius, a contemporary pagan philosopher:919

And Jovian, incited by his wife, burned down an elegant temple, erected by the emperor Hadrian for the deification of his father Trajan and turned into a library by Julian for the eunuch Theophilus. He burnt it down along with all the books it had, and the concubines themselves laid the fire, under laughter. The Antiochians were displeased with the emperor and threw out some of the books on the ground so that whoever wanted could pick them up and read them, but they attached other books to the walls.

We have seen that Christian polemicists often use terms of deriding and laughter to deprecate ancient, pre-Christian, or competing literatures. This could mean that according to this account in Suidas the destruction of books was not only incidental to the destruction of the temple but that Jovian’s concubines deliberately destroyed books.

Yet the historicity of the text is not without doubt. If the original text was written by Eunapius, then this accounts for a certain amount of hostility against Jovian. Zonaras, writing in the twelfth century but using earlier sources reports that Jovian returned the exiled Christian priests to Antioch when staying there but also decorated Julian’s memorial in Tarsus, suggesting that he was not always hostile towards Julian. We know that Jovian’s wife was not present at his death soon after;920 but it is unclear whether or not she was with him in Antioch, as John of Antioch claims. Neither Zonaras or Philostorgius, or the contemporary Ammianus Marcellinus mention the destruction of the library when reporting Jovian’s stay in Antioch.921 John’s account is detailed, but the whole fragment is very hostile, and it is therefore not clear that the burning was directly ordered by Jovian. Speyer put forward the idea that it “certainly was hatred of his predecessor”922(in reaction to Julian’s teacher edict) that caused Jovian to act in this way and there is evidence that during his short time in charge Jovian indeed took actions against pagan philosophers.923 Whether or not he actually destroyed the library is less clear.

Julian’s library in Antioch was also a temple dedicated to Trajan by Hadrian, Trajan’s adoptive son. It is well known that also other ancient libraries were located in temples, such as in the case of the Museion, an ancient research institute, which may have housed the great library of Alexandria and was a temple to the Muses. Books were also stored in baths and in gymnasia.924 As with temples, these institutions, seen as housing demons, were often demolished or abandoned as a consequence of Christianisation in Late Antiquity unless they were turned into Christian buildings.925

In this context, several laws at different times in the Codex Theodosianus ruled against the temples.926 While there are laws to preserve statues and ornaments because of their value (they could be reused as images of saints),927other laws later ordered the destruction of sacred items.928 Constantine’s son and successor in the West, Constans (337–350), in 346 ruled that “all superstition must be completely eradicated” in the city of Rome.929 The Codex Theodosianus is silent on the question of what to do with books found in temples. However, a law issued by Arcadius and Honorius in 399, related to Africa, ordered that constructions of temples still standing have to be “empty of illegal things.”930 The law explicitly mentions sacrifices and idols, although it is possible that “illegal things” could also be interpreted as books, especially if their content was directly related to pagan religion or divination. It is safe to assume that repeated bans to access pagan temples were detrimental to the preservation of any books they contained as temples and libraries were prone to natural disasters.

6.2The Palatine Library in Rome

Unlike the previous example, where the cause of destruction can be inferred, there are some cases where libraries were destroyed but no clear reason is known. There is evidence for the accidental destruction of a large library in Rome before the 380s.931 Ammianus reports that the emperor Julian was troubled by nightmares on the eve of 19 March 363 during the early phases of his Persian campaign, noting that:932

On this same night the temple of Palatine Apollo in the eternal city went up in flames during the prefecture of Apronianus. Had there not been help from various sides the raging flames would even have consumed the Sibylline oracles.

The Palatine library had been founded by Augustus. Located in the portico of this temple, it was among the largest libraries in Rome.933 Ammianus does not mention explicitly that the library was destroyed on this occasion nor does he say that the temple was destroyed deliberately; but templum usually refers to the sacred area as a whole rather than the actual building (aedes). Augustus himself had canonized the Sibylline books by burning more than two thousand prophetic writings that were anonymously circulating in order to bar unwanted prophesies about his reign from circulation. He deposited the remains deemed authentic in two gilded cases under the pedestal of the Palatine Apollo, outside of the Palatine library.934 These are the books mentioned in the source as having been rescued from the flames. During Julian’s reign it is likely that these were the first to be rescued. While it is possible that other books were destroyed in the fire, this is not explicitly evidenced.

Commentators are right to see a link between the fire in the temple of Apollo in Rome and that in the temple of the same god in Daphne on 22 October 362, less than half a year earlier.935 While Ammianus does not blame the fire on Antioch’s Christian community either, the Christian community could have had a motive because Julian displaced the neighbouring martyr shrine when he arrived in Antioch.936 Julian himself thought that Christians were responsible for the fire. One Christian author offers the implausible explanation that the building was struck by lightning.937 John Chrysostom, on the other hand, wrote that God burnt the temple to punish Julian, and he also propagated fire as an instrument necessary for Christians to extinguish “the fire of idolatry.”938 Some kind of religious motivation as the source for the fires both in Antioch and Rome can, therefore, perhaps be inferred. However, various reasons could have been the cause for any fire in the ancient world, and all we can say is that some Christians welcomed the accidental destruction of temples, especially since the Sibylline books were a prestigious symbol of Julian’s religious policy.

The fate of the Palatine library continued to fascinate scholars in the centuries to come. John of Salisbury wrote in the twelfth century that Pope Gregory the Great (590–604) not only persecuted astrology (mathesis), “as reported by our ancestors”939but also burnt the Palatine library so “that there might be more space for the Holy Scriptures”, causing its final destruction.940 But as this is largely anecdotal, scholars have unanimously dismissed the trustworthiness of this later report at least on the case of its second point.941 John of Salisbury was an early representative of late-medieval humanism and an enthusiastic reader of the classics. He therefore bewails the dearth of classical writings in his age, blaming this on the neglicence and culpable behaviour of late antique clerics. The reason for the destruction of libraries is clearer in the case of Alexandria.

6.3The Library of Alexandria

The fate of Alexandria’s library, the largest of the ancient world, although frequently discussed, is shrouded in mystery.942 Because of its size and importance, the fate of its books has an obvious impact on the preservation of ancient literature. A number of destructions are recorded. The first happened when Caesar attacked the city and set Ptolemy’s fleet on fire. Yet, the ancient sources contradict each other as to the extent of the loss. The earliest testimonial is that of Seneca, who in the first century AD states that 40,000 books were destroyed on this occasion. This is supported by the early third century historian Cassius Dio, who attests that only “storehouses of grain and books” ready for export were destroyed.943 By contrast, the manuscripts of both Aulus Gellius (second century) and Ammianus Marcellinus (fourth century) give the figure of some 700,000 books lost while the Christian Orosius speaks of 400,000 losses.944 This variation may be due to scribal errors as most scholars today agree that the damage caused by Caesar’s Alexandrian war was marginal, and that Alexandria continued to be a scholarly centre.945 Its worth and standing in this context are shown by the Emperor Domitian (81–96) replenishing the stocks of two large libraries that had recently been destroyed by a fire in the city of Rome by ordering books from everywhere, which were then proofread against books in Alexandria to ensure their accuracy.946 Figures on the amount of books in the library of Alexandria need to be treated with caution.

In the age of Hellenism, the Serapeum was the daughter library and it was said to have held 42,800 scrolls, while the main library had 490,000.947 It appears to have played a more important role after Caesar’s Alexandrian War up to Late Antiquity.948 According to several contemporary sources, Christians destroyed the Serapeum in 391 (or 392).949 The accounts of this were written by Christians, with the exception of the Neoplatonist Eunapius who gives the most extensive account of the destruction. The specific biases of the sources have therefore to be taken into account.

Alexandria had long been characterised by ethnic and religious diversity as well as a tradition of factionalism and rioting, compounded by Theodosius’s anti-pagan legislation in 391, which provided the background for the destruction of the Serapeum. Aided by imperial support, Theophilus, bishop of Alexandria, turned a local temple of Dionysius into a church. Zealous Christians plundered the temple and paraded around anything found therein in triumph. As a consequence of this provocation, violence and street-fighting occurred. Pagans retreated to the Serapeum, probably because it was well fortified. Concerned about the scale of the violence, the local authority formally asked the emperor Theodosius about how to proceed. Theodosius’ acknowledgement of Christians as martyrs that had been killed during the riot prompted Theophilus to feel justified in storming the building. When this happened, the temple was razed to the ground and everything in it spoiled and destroyed. At many points the contents of the temple were burnt throughout the city – an action supported by the authorities. The temple was eventually replaced by a church.950 After this, monks under the command of Theophilus are said to have destroyed other temples in and around Alexandria, searched and exorcised private houses and obliterated symbols related to paganism found therein.951 The Church historian Rufinus reports for Canopus that among their targets was a school that seems to have stored hieroglyphic writings:952

There was something similar to a public school of magical arts, under the pretense of the study of priestly writings, for so they call the ancient letters of the Egyptians. The pagans worshipped this place as a source and origin of demons to such an extent that it was much more famous than that of Alexandria. […] Everything was destroyed and razed to the ground.

This episode illustrates the general decline of the knowledge of hieroglyphs in Egypt in the late fourth and early fifth centuries. An inscription dating to 394, found on the island of Philae in Upper Egypt, has been identified as the last extant hieroglyphic inscription.953 While it is known that Asclepiades along with fellow latter-day priests of Osiris performed traditional funeral rites involving the use of hieroglyphs in Alexandria as late as in the fifth century, these hieroglyphs were apparently unintelligible to these last pagans, for Asclepiades’ son Horapollon later published two volumes on the allegorical interpretation of hieroglyphs which he was unable to understand.954

Some scholars have proposed that the books from the library in the Serapeum might have survived because no source explicitly mentions book-burning, noting that Aphthonius, former student of Libanius, suggests that he knows of the book collection (perhaps after 391). Against this position, El-Abbadi convincingly argues that Aphthonius referred to the book collection in the past tense only.955 A passage from Orosius’ early fifth century apologetic History against the Pagans gives evidence that books were plundered and probably destroyed:956

Even today there are book chests extant in temples which we ourselves have seen. People remember that these books were destroyed and the book chests emptied by our own people in our own time, which is indeed a true statement.

The passage is related to the destruction of the Serapeum in Alexandria because Orosius inserts it as a digression into his account of Caesar’s war there.957 Orosius claims to have seen the empty book shelves with his own eyes but this can be disputed as he is not unequivocally known to have visited Alexandria.958 The plunderers, “our own people in our own time” are almost certainly Christians because in Latin the personal pronoun “our” (noster) refers to the group that the author identifies himself with, more clearly than in English. It must be noted that in my translation the relative pronoun quibus corresponds to librorum (“books”) because it directly follows it, but others think that quibus corresponds to templis because of the order of events. This would mean that the temples were plundered rather than that the books were plundered or destroyed and that, although the book chests were emptied, the fate of the books is unknown, but this reading does not correspond to the normal use of Latin grammar. The passage is therefore indicative of the fate of many books in the library.

Two further testimonials indicate that there was probably still a library in the temple of Serapis before its destruction. According to Sozomenus, the fifth-century Church historian, a man named Olympius persuaded the pagans in the Serapeum to continue its defence by suggesting that it was better to die than to give up their ancestral tradition.959 Although the temple rather than the library it contained was the object of the religious zeal and ire, Olympius seems to have been worried about the philosophical tradition contained in the library because Olympius ostentatiously showed himself in the philosopher dress. The destruction of the Serapeum has also been traditionally linked to the well-known epigram written by the pagan teacher Palladas who bewails the end of Hellenism: “Are we pagans not dead and living only in appearance, plunged into misery, likening life to a dream? Do we not live a life that is dead?”960

Alan Cameron has put forward the interpretation that after Theodosius’ legislation of 391, Palladas lost his profession as a grammarian because he taught the classics and was accused of paganism. Palladas himself wrote that he had to sell his “worrisome book-scrolls” because his poetry could potentially cause his death.961 He complains that “we Hellenes are men reduced to ashes.”962 Yet if pagan teaching was actually prohibited, then according to Cameron the ban at that time was singular and short-lived.963 It is interesting that his extant poems contain Pythagorean philosophy. To my mind, this rather than his poetry as a whole could have rendered his books offensive at that time and he may have felt threatened by ascetics rather than by state authorities, while his profession was in decline rather than prohibited. Wilkinson, however, recently dated Palladas’ poems to the age of Constantine. The main evidence produced in favour of this early date and not discussed in previous scholarship is a codex fragment, which he assumes to be from before 350. The fragment contains epigrams which were probably authored by Palladas.964 However, while recent research has argued convincingly that Palladas wrote his poems before the 390s and the new epigrams confirm this, Wilkinson’s reasons to assign Palladas’ work to the age of Constantine are based on circumstantial evidence. As such it cannot be ruled out that Palladas wrote this poem on the end of paganism after Constantine and even as late as the age of Valens.965 In this case the Palladas poem could even give further evidence for book-burning or other sanctions against pagans under Valens or earlier.

The second library testimonial is also from a Christian author. In his first speech against the Jews, John Chrysostom discoursed on the question of whether or not Christian books make the synagogue a holy place. He thought it evident that the Septuagint Bible does not do so with regard to the Serapeum library of Alexandria:966

So what? Will the temple of Serapis be holy because of its books? Of course not! While those books do have a holiness of their own, they do not share it with a place if those who meet there are defiled.

In context, he holds that the Serapeum and its library are as “impure” as, for example, the temple of Apollo in Daphne, the destruction of which had been welcomed by the Christian congregation. The speech dates from the autumn of 386 in Antioch,967a few years before the Serapeum was actually destroyed, indicating that there were still books at this time in the Serapeum.

As to the fate of the Museion, it has frequently been suggested that the building was destroyed when Emperor Aurelian in 272 took Alexandria from Zenobia, queen of the breakaway kingdom of Palmyra. Scholars rate the likelihood that this occurred as variously from a certainty to a possibility.968 Despite the wars of the third century that involved Alexandria, the archaeological evidence to date does not determine exactly when the area ceased to be inhabited.969 Moreover, it is not firmly evidenced that the Museion contained all or parts of the library. At first glance, the destruction of the large library seems to be supported by Epiphanius of Salamis who wrote about the “library in the same city of Alexander, in the so-called Brucheion; this is a region of the city today lying waste.”970 But Epiphanius wrote in 392 and could have noted the recent destruction caused by the religious riot.971 El-Abbadi argues that the Museion continued to exist until the end of the fourth century, because Synesius of Cyrene still mentions the Museion and described the images of the philosophers in it. Furthermore, Suidas refers to Theon, philosopher and mathematician, father of Hypatia, as a fellow of the Museion early during the reign of Theodosius (379–394), which is the last evidence for its existence.972 El-Abbadi therefore suggests that the Museion was destroyed in 391 or shortly after.973 Vössing, however, recently proposed that in other cities Museion could refer generally to a school and that Zacharias Scholasticus mentions to témenos ton Mousón in Alexandria after 512. This school could be identical with the Museion mentioned by Synesius and therefore different from the Hellenistic Museion and its famous library.974 On the other hand, témenos refers to a temple district rather than the actual building (naós, hierón). The passage is interesting, but it does not provide clear proof that Synesius and Zacharias had the same place in mind.

In any case, El-Abbadi could be correct in challenging the common scholarly reading of Ammianus as attesting the destruction of the area in which the Museion and the library were located in 272. Ammianus, in fact, wrote that Alexandria “lost” (amisit) the Brucheion.975 The only evidence for the actual destruction of the area before Theodosius is Jerome’s translation of Eusebius’ chronicle which is generally unreliable. The destruction is dated there erroneously to the end of the reign of Claudius Gothicus (268–270) rather than to 272.976 The account in Eusebius’ Church history, on the other hand, knows only of the siege, but not of the destruction.977

I want to contribute one passage so far unnoticed by scholarship to these questions. In a letter, Jerome refers to the Brucheion as independent from Alexandria. He mentions “Brucheion, not far from Alexandria” as the dwelling place of monks,978apparently having in mind a monastery close to this area.979 The Christian anchorite Hilarion fled there because the authority of Gaza during Julian’s reign charged Hilarion with practising magic and searched for him. Jerome’s geo-political knowledge is trustworthy because he had travelled to the East. This note suggests that Ammianus meant the area was detached from the city of Alexandria rather than destroyed. This reading makes more sense because the Romans are known to have punished cities by reducing them in their size rather than by destroying them. Aurelian seems to have given Gaza administrative rights over the Brucheion, which is located on the Eastern outskirts of the city, heading to nearby Gaza. Constantine had raised Gaza to the status of a city because its residents had destroyed the temples located in the harbour area.980 This explains why it was officials from Gaza rather than from Alexandria that sought out Hilarion there, as Jerome continues his account. This interpretation supports the assumption that the library was not damaged during the reconquest of 272, but that according to Epiphanius it was destroyed by 392.

There are more reasons to think that some books were seen as problematic in Alexandria during this period of time. Evidence for this can be found in the correspondence of Synesius with his teacher Hypatia, who was eventually murdered and mutilated in a church by a Christian mob. Hypatia and her father Theon were the last scholarly members of the Museion in Alexandria. Reporting on Hypatia’s death in the seventh century, John of Nikiou describes Hypatia as a magician, suggesting that a grey area existed in designations of and between ancient philosophy, science, and magic.981 In not condemning the bishop Cyril of Alexandria, who was hold responsible for her death, John echoes the Alexandrians who named Cyril “the new Theophilus; for he had destroyed the last remains of idolatry in the city.” He also mentions that at this time “the orthodox inhabitants of Alexandria were filled with zeal and they collected a large quantity of wood and burned the place of the pagan philosophers” (perhaps a library or some other pagan institution).982

From the age of Enlightenment to the nineteenth century, the narrative of Hypatia and Cyril has been used to show the alleged hostility of the Church against science.983 Most famously, Edward Gibbon (1737–1794) gave an emotional account that suggested that Hypatia’s case could be taken as the prime example of Christian intolerance to other competing discourses, an intolerance which he argues substantially contributed to the downfall of the Roman Empire (chapter 47). More recent research, however, often emphasises the political motives impelling the murder of Hypatia. Dzielska, for example, argues that most Alexandrians not only tolerated but also respected Neoplatonic philosophers in the early fifth century, an argument that implies that Hypatia did not deviate from Neoplatonic philosophy.984

The heightened circumstances surrounding Hypatia’s death suggest that religious motives played a significant part in the events: a fourth-century law had ruled that a range of persons involved in divination, including mathematici, were to be tortured in a similar way, to be stripped of their flesh.985 Hypatia, in fact, was a highly distinguished mathematician and philosopher, a Neoplatonist who also mastered a broad range of philosophical authors and subjects.986 But her Neoplatonic adversaries appear to have criticised her, calling her a mathematician rather than a (Neoplatonic) philosopher, and openly accusing her of indiscriminately teaching all philosophies.987 Between these two perspectives it is possible to surmise that she was perhaps nominally a Neoplatonic scholar, but one who actively undertook research that was more subversive to the Christian world view. Hypatia’s works have therefore not survived.

To unravel the mystery, it is worth having a look at the letters written to Hypatia by her student Synesius, who later became bishop of Cyrene. A letter written by Synesius in 405 appears to allude to books in his private library that could arouse suspicion. Synesius of Cyrene can be taken as the prime example of a personality combining non-conflicting religious identities, as he unusually combined Christian and Neoplatonic thinking with a thorough knowledge and liberal handling of classical authors. Along with Hypatia, Synesius was a lifelong member of a circle of Alexandrians with whom he was initiated and shared in the mysteries of philosophy.988 In this letter, Synesius complained about “those in the white or dark mantle.”989 He goes on to explain that those dressed in white are “sophists” (wearing the white mantle of the philosophers), a term apparently used here to describe Neoplatonic philosophers.990 It is likely that those who wear the dark mantle are Christian theologians or monks.991 Both groups accused him of deviance from their philosophy and of keeping unrevised books in his library:992

They say I violate the laws of philosophy because I want to examine the beauty of style and rhythm and because I enjoy saying something about Homer and about rhetorical figures. In their eyes one must hate literature in order to be a philosopher and must study divine matters only. […] Finally, it defends my library, which the same men accused because it conceals unrevised books. These spiteful persons have not even refrained from denigration.

Commentators have thought that the books Synesius was alluding to had not been finished yet, hence they are “unrevised.”993 This seems to be the same understanding of the term “unrevised” used in Cicero.78 However, this understanding can be reviewed from the perspective of Alan Cameron’s investigation into the practice of subscriptions in the Christian period of the fourth century and later. Cameron notes that while in most cases subscriptions point to not more than proofreading against an exemplar, he also found some evidence of revisions certifying the correct expression of Christian faith.994 This idea of revision is therefore closer to censorship than it was in the Ciceronian period. For Synesius, these unrevised copies could even be the object of serious accusation. The offence seems to have consisted of an affinity to Hellenism as a stylistic or religious-cultural category: “some of my poetical attempts seemed to them the work of an artist who reproduces the antique, as we are used to say about statues.”995 In the same letter Synesius complains that a book, admired by Hellenists, disappeared from his library.996 To my mind, Synesius’ letter therefore indicates that he was worried about censorship of specifically pagan content in writing.

Within this context of censorship, the letter to Hypatia also indicates that different kinds of books were suitable to Christian and Neoplatonic philosophers as well as to pagans respectively: at the end, Synesius mentions his new book containing “a study on the whole imagination of the soul and on some other points which the Greek philosophers have not yet addressed.” He suggests that he sent Hypatia an unauthorised copy: “after myself you will be the first of the Greeks to have access to this work.”997 Synesius explicates that these “Greeks” are “philosophers and orators.”998 The same letter notes that he sent to Hypatia another book, an astronomical treatise. At least one commentator has therefore considered the possibility that Synesius’ library contained papyrus rolls that were not yet copied on parchment and that contained works suspicious to Christian institutions which were only circulated as private copies as a result.999

Synesius expressed similar concerns earlier in a letter written in Cyrene (Lybia) in c. 399, addressed to Herculian, a fellow student in Alexandria. Synesius admonishes Herculian of the Pythagorean custom to keep their knowledge secret from the mob. This admonition arises because Herculian has previously divulged “things which deserved to remain hidden”, something Synesius found out from certain people around Herculian who had asked him to explain the meaning of writings they had exchanged among each other: “But according to my custom I did not claim to them that I understood these writings, nor did I say that I recognised them.”1000 These writings contained what Synesius called “the mysteries of philosophy.”1001 As he explains in another letter, it is that which “we have seen with our own eyes, we have heard with our own ears” at Hypatia’s.1002 Apparently, his betrayal of a secret which had consisted in “collecting knowledge from all sides”,1003 had caused Herculian to leave Alexandria (ep. 137). Scholars have interpreted this secret differently, suggesting that it means theurgy,1004 diverse texts,1005 a Pythagorean number theory rather than Empedocles’ natural philosophy1006or astronomy combined with geometry and arithmetic.1007 So delicate did Synesius consider this knowledge that he repeatedly worried that the letters and works they exchanged could be intercepted, stating his need to hand these over to a messenger they could trust.1008 This appears to be a common fear. The pagan grammarian Maximus of Madaura (in Numidia) also expressed his concern that his letter, addressed to Augustine and written probably in 390, could be intercepted, burnt or otherwise destroyed.1009 The reasons for such concerns were, obviously, that his letter defended paganism and ridiculed Christianity.

There is further information on the content of these suspicious writings at the end of letter 143: among the writings that Synesius and Herculian shared were an astronomical poem and some unexplained ancient fragment.1010 In another letter, Synesius reveals that he is hesitant to accept the beliefs that are disseminated to the uneducated, namely that the world is corruptible and perishing soon. He was thus close to the Christian author Philoponus (c. 490–570), who argued that the world is eternal and that the stars and planets move dynamically, but an anathema was imposed on him in 680.1011 While it must be noted that the evidence about suspicious writings exchanged between Synesius and others is scattered throughout his correspondence, it is reasonable to assume that these writings contained material that was offensive to Christianity and probably linked to physical explanations of the world.1012

Hypatia’s astronomical research could be of interest to explain the mystery, but the evidence supporting such a view remains obscure to us. However, it is known that she worked on an edition of Claudius Ptolemy’s Almagest, while her father Theon, the last member known from Alexandria’s Museion, worked on a commentary of the Almagest.1013 She also maintained astrolabes for research on the stars. Ptolemy’s Almagest famously interpreted the earth as the centre of the solar system and came to be accepted as the standard book on astronomy throughout the Middle Ages. Research in the early nineteenth and again in the twentieth century showed it to be a spectacular case of plagiarism as Ptolemy had borrowed earlier computations based on the heliocentric system, although he claimed to have used his own computations.1014 The idea that the earth is not the centre of the universe, but moves around in perpetual motion, weakens the likelihood that the world is perishing soon. Synesius’ correspondence indicates that ideas such as these were discussed between Hypatia and her students and that notebooks containing these ideas were exchanged amongst them. In the next section we will see that Christian authors seem to have welcomed the destruction of pagan institutions also in the West.

6.4The Sack of Rome

There are some other occasions where libraries or archives could perhaps have been destroyed in the context of raids or riots, but we cannot say that these buildings were destroyed deliberately in the context of book-burning.1015 This section will argue that there are some reasons to think that libraries or archives were destroyed during the sack of Rome in 410 and that Christian authors regarded this as an act of punishment for Rome’s pagan past. This again illustrates the power of books and the specific view on book-burning in Late Antiquity.

The city of Rome was plundered by the Visigoths in 410 but for three days only. Although the city had long ceased to be the capital of the empire, this event was regarded as pivotal by many contemporaries as Rome had never been taken by enemies ever since its rise to power. The remaining pagans interpreted the downfall of Rome as an obvious indication that the Christian God was unable to live up to Rome’s glorious pagan past, especially since the Visigoths were themselves Arian Christians. This event therefore led a number of Christian authors to defend Christianity from these charges. Orosius wrote his Christian apologetic history to respond that similar disasters had happened also in Rome’s pagan past and that the current evils are not due to neglect of the old gods. Orosius is very short on the imperial period and also on the sack of Rome itself. While there is no evidence that either the Visigothic plunderers or locals deliberately destroyed pagan sites at this occasion, Orosius claims that lightning destroyed some monuments in Rome:1016

At the same time lightning destroyed the city’s most famous sites, which the enemies could not set on fire, so that no one should doubt that the enemies were given permission to chastise the proud, lascivious and blasphemous city.

The allegation that temples were destroyed by lightning may have been a strategy to assign actual acts of arson to divine power. Sharing this view with Augustine, Orosius described the destruction of certain buildings as welcome from a Christian apologetic standpoint. He may have been alluding to the legend that the Christian aristocratic lady Proba had admitted the Goths into the city. According to Orosius’ view, the destruction was meant to punish the Babylon of his day for its sins. It is intriguing that he compares this destruction to those caused by the Celtic invaders when Rome was sacked the only time before, in 387 BC, as well as to the fire during the principate of Nero in AD 64 because historical records were destroyed at both occasions.1017 Tacitus notes that besides several temples and artwork, “the ancient and untainted monuments of writers of genius” were burnt in AD 64.1018 While Suetonius blames the fire on Nero, we do not know the actual cause.1019 Tacitus charges the Christians only with “hatred of humankind.”1020 It is not implausible that these early Christians strongly disapproved of the sites destroyed. Some Christians were burnt alive, suggesting that the authorities actually blamed the fire on the Christians because the punishment of burning alive in retaliation for arson was traditional in Roman law.1021 At any rate, it is likely that books were destroyed in Rome at some point as a consequence of invasions because Cassiodorus in the sixth century was worried about this.1022

It is possible that Prudentius is alluding to the actual destruction of written records in his own days through metaphoric implication: in the Hamartigenia, he gives an unhistorical picture of the destruction of Sodom, in which archives were burnt. In context, the wife of Lot (who was rescued from Sodom) sinfully looks back to the burning city and is therefore petrified:1023

Lot, by contrast, kept his proposed vows unchanged once he started on his way, and did not look back to the city-walls which had crumbled to ashes like a lofty funeral-pyre, or to its burnt people and its people’s traditions, its archives, courts, market-place, baths, hawkers, brothels, temples and theatres, the circus and its audience, and the mouldy taverns. The flames of Sodom enwrap all the people’s activities in just fire and condemn them under the judgment of Christ.

The passage, which adds all specific locations, institutions and buildings to the biblical passage (Gen. 19:24–9), can easily be identified as a veiled criticism of contemporary Rome by inference (for example, because of the circus). It is often assumed that Prudentius had completed most of his works in 404/5 when he wrote the preface to the Cathemerinon which the manuscripts place at the very beginning of his works, but there is no specific allusion to the Hamartigenia within this preface. It is therefore interesting that Orosius compares the absence of pope Innocent from Rome during the siege to Lot’s absence from Sodom.1024 In Prudentius’ interpretation, the destruction of Sodom thus also seems to have prefigured the destruction of Rome.1025 To my mind, there is no other way to explain this analogy because Orosius clearly wrote after 410. If my interpretation is correct, then this would mean that Prudentius did actually witness the siege of Rome in 410 or was notified of this event. Scholars have so far agreed that he did not mention this event and had therefore died before that year because of his silence on this. At any rate, this interpretation helps to understand Augustine’s view that Babylon (that is Rome) had been justly punished, as we have seen in section 4.4, and it supports the assumption that archives or libraries could have been destroyed by this time. Constantinople, however, continued to be a scholarly centre long after these events.

6.5The Library of Constantinople

The imperial library of Constantinople, the last large library known from Antiquity, was mostly a foundation by the pagan emperor Julian, based on earlier collections of his predecessors.1026 Because Constantinople continued to be a centre for the literary traditions of the past, the fate of its library had an obvious impact on the preservation of literature from Late Antiquity to the Early Middle Ages. In 475, a fire destroyed the imperial library of Constantinople, supposedly along with 120,000 books. The twelfth-century Byzantine historian Zonaras gives this figure for its collection and refers to a detailed fifth-century source, written by Malchus but lost today, to support his claim, but figures in ancient texts need to be generally treated with caution. The tenth-century Byzantine encyclopedia Suda also has an entry on this source, mentioning the fire in the library.1027 While some scholars assume that the library contained papyri rolls, others more reasonably assume the figure largely refers to parchment codices as the newer more voluminous book forms.1028 The content of this library could therefore have been close to that of Alexandria.

Speyer categorises this and the following destructions as caused by war and violence.1029 But Zonaras, the only source for the destruction does not in fact explicitly say what caused the fire. However, he writes that the interim emperor Basiliscus (475–476) was a non-conformist Christian, opposed to the council of Chalcedon, and tried to damage the orthodox Church. As a result, he was openly hated by the orthodox population.1030 This and not the civil war with Zeno in 476 is the only indication in the source of what could possibly have caused the fire. It is therefore possible that the library could have been accidentally destroyed during the riot. Zonaras continues that the fire also consumed certain statues of goddesses (Juno, Minerva, Venus). This may be an indication that the fire occurred during the religious riot. When Zeno returned as emperor, welcomed by the orthodox population, he seems to have provided some justification for the fire, when he condemned Pelagius, senator and author of a history work and of poetry, of “Hellenism.”1031

Zonaras and other authors from the ninth century onwards further report that the iconoclastic emperor Leo III in 726 destroyed 36,500 secular and theological books contained in the new library of Constantinople, but this could be a biased account because texts about the Iconoclastic Period are generally hostile and unreliable.1032 It has been assumed that the library was destroyed again in 1204, when the crusaders plundered Constantinople, and yet again in 1453when the Turks sacked the city. However, it is not firmly known that the imperial library continued to exist at all after Late Antiquity.1033 As to the Turkish conquest of Constantinople, the contemporary Dukas says only that the Turks sold precious manuscripts both in the West and in the East and that they destroyed some of the gospels which were adorned with gold and silver and sold others. This does not mean that the manuscripts were taken from the imperial library. A letter from the 15th July of 1453 addressed to the pope Nicholas V, mentions that 120,000 codices perished, but this is most likely a second-hand and speculative figure that seems to be based on the first destruction of the library in 475. In fact, the letter is extant only as quoted by the seventeenth-century scholar Humphrey Hody, who gives no direct quotation of this passage (only of the rest of the letter).1034 The Turkish conquest of Constantinople may therefore have contributed to the re-circulation of Greek texts in the West rather than to the loss of texts.

6.6Conclusion

It is therefore possible that books stored in temples or other public religious buildings (including gymnasia) did not survive the Christianisation of the Roman Empire, especially when it is considered that these buildings were often abandoned or even razed to the ground. However, while the evidence for temple destruction is often unclear, the evidence for the deliberate destruction of buildings containing books is even scantier. There are reports that a library was destroyed in Antioch under Jovian, but the sources attested to this event are late and unreliable. On the balance of probability, books were probably destroyed when the Serapeum of Alexandria was demolished in the age of Theodosius. However, the primary object targeted was the temple rather than its books, and this occurred in the context of a major riot in Alexandria rather than a concerted public policy. The different groups that dominated the cultural life in Alexandria had religious reservations against books that were offensive to Christianity, as we have seen in the correspondence between Synesius and Hypatia. There is evidence to suggest that a few other large libraries of Antiquity were destroyed in the context of religious riots, but the evidence is not conclusive. Although there is no clear indication that books were destroyed deliberately during the sack of Rome in 410, it is interesting to note that some Christian authors described these destructions as justified and welcome from an apologetical standpoint. The need to justify the destruction and the arguments used by Christian authors illuminate the power that books had at that time as well as their link to the demonical past of the Roman Empire, a view that I have presented in the previous chapters. In the next chapter we will see that some of these attitudes continued to exist in the centuries to follow.


7The Post-Roman Successor States

After the fall of the Roman Empire pagan books were hardly accessible. This was a time of radical transformation from a written to an oral culture in Western Europe. Cities fell into decay as the masses and elites alike came to dwell on estates in the countryside. While the Latin language (unlike Greek) continued to be spoken in Rome’s former provinces for a while, the literary culture was largely reduced to monasteries as the remaining places of liberal studies. The most important scholars now were Christians, and the bulk of them were clerics, responsible for textual preservation and transmission. After the abolition of the imperial tax system there was a growing poverty among the aristocrats who increasingly lost interest to invest in luxury items such as books. There was no longer any state funding for teachers, and people ceased to be interested in paying towards their education in a period characterised by invasions, warlords and political instability.We will see in this chapter that books continued to be occasionally destroyed, that there was little interest in preserving any pagan literature and that the polemical discourse of late antique Christian authors probably influenced censorship legislation and decisions as to which books to copy or not to copy.

I shall first give a survey of extant testimonials for book-burning up until the early medieval period, but focussing on the period up to the seventh century. My argument is that there is evidence for remaining pagan groups which were acquainted with literary and philosophical traditions otherwise thought to be lost and that these groups were concerned about missionary activities having to do with the ejection of their literary heritage. I shall also argue that pagan books discovered by coincidence were prone to destruction at that time because of the demonical power that continued to be associated with ancient texts. I shall then discuss the educational requirements for bishops in ecclesiastical legislation of the post-Roman period, arguing that there is no firm evidence that bishops were required to receive a classical education or to be acquainted with any classical text but that on the contrary clerical education should be confined to biblical studies, while classical texts were frowned upon among clerics and monks. In this context, Isidore of Seville is an important author because his works tell us a great deal about attitudes towards classical texts and ancient philosophies and because he gives interesting insights into monastic book production at that time. This leads us to the final section, in which I shall argue that this legislation and these attitudes had a discernible effect on the transmission of classical texts in the period between 550 and 750. This can be best appreciated by investigating the so-called membra disiecta, single books that were produced from multiple older books, which were deleted in the process.

In the context of the overall argument of this book, it is worth noting that this time period was pivotal for the transmission of classical texts in the Latin West because texts that were available by the end of the eighth century usually survived until today. This chapter will therefore illuminate the ways in which clerics and ascetics vying for authority dealt with the ideas of others, those of their contemporaries or those masters who lived long ago. It will show that by this time they often drew on the authority of the texts and ideas that I have presented in the previous chapters.

7.1Burning and Confiscation of Books after the Fall of Rome

So far I have discussed the instances for book-burning in hagiographical texts of the East in Chapter 3, in which I have argued that monks and ascetics conducted house searches to identify and destroy forbidden texts, often with the help of local state authorities, in order to provide miracle-healing to the Christian population and to encourage conversion. I will now address how the practice of book-burning arises and figures in the Latin hagiographical texts from the successor kingdoms in Western Europe, arguing that missionaries could burn books in order to demonstrate the superiority of Christianity and to defeat demons.

Many Latin Lives of Saints were written in the Middles Ages, few in Late Antiquity. Nevertheless, monasticism and religious legislation developed similarly in East and West, suggesting productive parallels can be drawn. For example, the sixth-century Life of Caesarius of Arles (c. 470 –542) has its hero dreaming of a secular knowledge book transformed into a dragon chewing his arm.1035 The day before, his teacher had given young Caesarius what probably was a grammar book. He seems to be putting forward the view that secular knowledge was difficult to acquire and not needed anymore for a successful life. It is also obvious that he was concerned about the demon that dwelt in this book. Perhaps he had read some lines that aroused the demon of his sexuality and he therefore phantasised about the book as a dragon. Caesarius, however, did not shun books. In fact, he criticised other book owners of his age, including religious people, for keeping their valuable books locked in their cupboards and not reading them or giving them to others to read. He intimates that this is because of the “obstacles of this world.”1036 This seems to indicate that book-owners regarded reading books, even Christian books, as too much of a leisure activity; and perhaps they wanted to avoid suspicion, depending on the content of the books in question. Like the Life of Caesarius, medieval hagiographical texts deploy the literary topoi of holy men fighting against dragons or serpents. The origins of these topoi are often unknown to us, but they seem to represent the battle against paganism and its material culture (as demons), and even against subversive literary genres or books.

Let us have a closer look at the two earliest lives of Patrick, the late fifth-century patron saint of Ireland. Legend today has it that Patrick drove all serpents from Ireland. This is an allusion to the biblical book of Exodus, where Moses and Aaron perform a miracle in front of the Pharaoh. Aaron’s staff turns into a snake that swallows all snakes summoned by the wise men and magicians at Pharaoh’s court.1037 Other biblical passages use Aaron’s staff as a figure for the wisdom of the Holy Spirit that needs to be protected against rebellion.1038 This metaphor seems therefore to derive from Patrick’s missionary activities that I shall outline shortly.

Patrick was an important missionary to Ireland. Ireland had never been a province of the Roman Empire and therefore lacked historical record and the degree of civilisation of the provinces. As the history of Ireland during this period remains obscure, much of what was written about Patrick in the early Middle Ages is therefore supposition. Nevertheless, his story represents the ongoing engagement of Christian missionaries with Irish pagans and pagan warlords. Two texts from the seventh century (by Muirchú and Tírechán), contained in the Book of Harmagh, describe the deeds of Patrick largely as a battle against magicians, a theme borrowed from the apocryphal Acts of the Apostles of Pseudo-Abdias.1039 For example, when the “magician” (magus) Locru had a philosophical discussion with Patrick, a stone miraculously dashes the magician’s brains out in what seems to be retaliation for intellectual challenge.1040 These texts can be seen as emblematic for the social and cultural conflicts at the time of composition and it is therefore striking that the difference between true and false philosophies continued to be of interest in the seventh century within the context of missionary activities.

In the rhetoric of his hagiographers, Patrick’s mission was not simply a physical struggle, but an intellectual one that centred on the battle of books. Engaged in another contest now with the “magician” Lucetmail, advisor of king Loegaire, Patrick offered to throw the books of each party into water or fire in order to persuade the king of the superiority of his faith: “Throw your books into the water, and him whose books remain unharmed, we shall adore.”1041 Patrick then ordained a bishop in the region and invested him with Christian books.1042 To the population, books were powerful symbols and it can be persuasively argued that this informs the missionaries’ desire to make sure that they remained exclusive to them. As such, it is no surprise that the seventh-century Lives of Patrick give the impression that the missionaries have selectively destroyed books to persuade the multitude of the primacy of their faith.

Scholars identify these magicians with druids, but the evidence for this assumption is scanty and the Irish word druí for magus is blurred.1043 Julius Caesar wrote that Celtic druids considered it a sacrilege to commit their doctrine to writings.1044 Unless later druids deviated from their ancient ways, there was nothing to destroy then, if indeed there were any druids on the British Isles after the Roman period given that the Romans largely eradicated druidism as a superstitio in the areas they occupied. Muirchú describes Loegaire’s magicians in words that are similar to those used in the Codex Theodosianus: “magicians, enchanters, fortune-tellers, and inventors, or rather doctors, of every evil art”, who came together at Tara, “their Babylon.”1045 Muirchú mentions two of these individuals who prophesised that Christian missionaries will eject their works of art:1046

A certain foreign way of life will come, a kingdom, as it were, with a certain unknown and burdensome doctrine, imported from far beyond the sea, dictated by few, endured by many, to be honoured by all, to overthrow kingdoms, to kill the kings who resisted, seduce the crowds, to destroy all their gods, and, having ejected all their works of art, to reign forever.

Because it separates the “works of art” from the destruction of gods, these works may well refer to books and the “gods” to cult statues. It is therefore pertinent that among these “magicians”, the author goes on citing one of their poems, also were poets, with one of them ordained as bishop after conversion.1047 This shows that the missionaries had access to the works written by this group. This group has also been identified with a group of scholars mentioned in the Leyden Glossary, which contains a surprising note, probably from the sixth or seventh century, explaining that learned men fled from Gaul to Ireland as a consequence of the invasions:1048

From them [the Huns] the destruction of the whole empire took its beginning, and it was finalised by Huns and Vandals, Goths and Alans, at whose devastation all the wise men on this side of the sea took flight, and in transmarine parts, namely in Ireland and wherever they betook themselves, brought along the highest degree of progress in wisdom to the inhabitants of those regions.

The letters of Sidonius Apollinaris and other contemporary testimonials also account for the difficulties of teachers to make their living in view of the invasions in fifth-century Gaul. In a letter from the 470s, Sidonius Apollinaris bewails the abolition of scholarship and encourages the grammarian John to continue “as the only scholar in this time of wars”, charging him to take care of the Latin language.1049 Although Sidonius is flattering John, this indicates that grammarians had become rare because of the military, civil, and cultural turmoil that ensued when Gaul finally ceased to be part of the Roman Empire.

The Hisperica famina is an interesting source that may allow us to identify the magicians in the Lives of Patrick with pagan immigrants. Umberto Eco’s novel The Name of the Rose (1980) mentions this work alongside a letter by Aldhelm of Malmesbury (the one discussed further below) among the poisoned books in the mysterious monastic library, indicating that its content is pertinent to the survival of classical literatures. It is believed that the Hisperica famina (a Hiberno-Latin collection of poems) was written in the seventh century, perhaps earlier, in Ireland or Britain.1050 Cardinal Angelo Mai, the palimpsest hunter, first edited the text from a Vatican manuscript of unknown origin in 1833.Written in a bucolic style, the poem accounts for the daily life of a scholarly group in Ireland with foreign origin (A9), which like the magicians in the Lives of Patrick engage in scholarly contests. Like its author, the scholars of the Hisperica famina speak Latin, whereas the other people around them speak Irish (A271–4). Their choice of topics seems to imply that the scholars were worried about Christian missionaries. Herren suggested that its unknown author belonged to a group of remaining pagans.1051 This is an obvious interpretation as the text mentions pagan gods like Phoebus throughout; it also mentions that sacred trees were cut (A62–3, 185–9) and refers to natural philosophers in an unpolemical context, within a catalogue of explanations for natural phenomena. The term phisici (A378, A484), not unlike mathematici, is ambiguous and may refer to astrologers and physicians, but natural philosopher is the commonest meaning and it is one that fits the context, clearly pointing to non-orthodox authorship. The poem also apparently parodies the Second Coming of Christ (A561–70) and the B-text includes a page on the “sphere of Pythagoras”, which is clearly of pagan character.1052 It is worth quoting a passage which highlights the antagonism between missionaries and Latin scholarly groups that had long ago migrated from Italy:1053

But nearby lurks a scary serpent, which will hurt this group [of scholars: arcati, A44] with its poisonous strike, unless they request the ruler of the vast sky to release this flourishing crowd from this kingly battle. In the latest cycle of this time sphere I was able to seize the Latin sceptre. Therefore, I fashion an uneducated speech, and a scanty stream sneaks through my mouth. But if for a long course of time-duration the Italian chain had bound me, a breath of sweet-sounding speech would be alive in my throat, and an unmeasureable river of sophisticated sound would flow from my mouth. What secret rite of your own do you build up? Do you cut down the fertile oaks with axes in order to fashion square houses of prayer with massive planks? Or do you cook gold in a flaming pan in order to forge golden crescents with solid hammers? [cf. Apoc. 12:1] Or do you raise a jingly song on stretched strings? Perhaps you blow jingly melodies into the hollow hemlock. But with my acuteness of mind I expect that you tend woolly flocks of sheep in fragrant pastures, and in your persistent manner hunt out the foolish assemblies of the scholars, carry a swan-white bag on your two shoulders […] and as much as the raging bear is stronger than the tender sheep, so much different are our spirits of eloquence on the other side.

The passage refers to two groups: the we-group, scholars that were famous in the West a long time ago who were harassed by the other group in or around this period. The other group builds chapels from the trees they cut and melts gold in the fire. This may be read as an allusion to the melting and recycling of cult statues. Both are activities that characterise Christian missionaries of the time. The sceptre alludes to the philosopher’s staff 1054 or Aaron’s staff and generally (I suggest) to the supremacy of pagan education in the past. The serpent-metaphor here represents the Christian group, in an inverted rhetoric. The motif of the sheep and its accompanying rhetoric seem to refer to Christians, who are led by Jesus the Good Shepherd. Finally, the “kingly battle” corresponds to the “kingdom” of Christianity in the prophecy quoted further above. The Hisperica famina thus confirms the idea that there was a battle between true and false (or “foolish”) philosophies.

It is not clear which group was responsible for the past violent attacks depicted at the end of the passage (A571–612). They are simply called latrunculi (A573, 595, “robbers”). These could be missionaries or pirates. The intruders kill a boar and roast it on a fire made from a huge oak they have felled. This oak was perhaps a sacred tree because in retaliation the natives fight back but are violently defeated. The intruders then return and tell stories and invent fables about their deeds.1055 This could point to the dissemination of hagiographical tales. I suggest that the Hisperica famina originated from works that were confiscated in the context of missionary activities. Herren is therefore probably right to speculate that the end of Hisperic scholarship in the seventh century, as represented by the Hisperica famina, was caused by outright suppression.1056

Is there other evidence for the survival of ancient philosophical traditions on the British Isles? Contrary to a popular opinion it is not firmly attested that Irish monks had access to any classical texts before the Carolingian Renaissance. The first surviving copy of a substantial collection of classical texts dates from the ninth or tenth century (Berne 363). Scholars today agree that the Christian authors who did quote from or allude to the classics probably gleaned their knowledge from handbooks or from earlier studies on the continent.1057

After Lachmann’s early edition (1850), Duvau and other scholars have assumed that a copy, now lost, of Lucretius’ De rerum natura, may have originated in England or Ireland perhaps in the seventh century and that it became the intermediary for the archetype of the earliest extant manuscript. This assumption is based on the fact that the two oldest surviving manuscripts (O and Q) contain a number of insular abbreviations (for quae and quoniam) and of scribal errors typical for an insular intermediary. Brown has doubted this old hypothesis because the text is not attested in any insular catalogue. She also argued that these scribal errors can alternatively be explained as accidental mistakes and that the abbreviations may be due to the insular education of the scribe because Bischoff had since identified the corrector of O with Dungal, an Irishman who migrated to the court of Charlemagne. Brown is therefore correct to dismiss the possibility that O was directly dependent from a lost insular archetype, but she agreed that an intermediary between the late Roman copy and the archetype existed, although she concluded that it is best “possibly […] to give preference to an intermediary in Carolingian minuscles.”1058 However, Brown assumed that only one scribe copied O, whereas two different scribes were in fact involved in copying this oldest surviving manuscript and it is therefore unlikely that the different scribes of O and Q shared the same preference for insular abbreviations.1059 On the contrary, it is clear that the lost archetype of O and Q already included these insular abbreviations. The identification of the corrector of O has therefore little relevance to the question of whether or not the scribe who copied the archetype had used insular abbreviations that were not included in the hyperarchetype (the assumed insular intermediary). The established view that the manuscript tradition of Lucretius is of insular origin can therefore not be ruled out.

Scholars have so far not taken into account the evidence discussed above, although it supports the assumption that a copy of Lucretius may have circulated on the British Isles. If it circulated among any group of pagan scholars on the British Isles, then it is clear that the text is not attested in any monastic catalogue. Lucretius is recorded in continental catalogues (without a title) not before the ninth century. As I shall argue in the final section, it is unlikely that this text would have been copied in monasteries before the Carolingian Renaissance. The scholars mentioned in the Hisperica famina may have had direct or indirect knowledge of Lucretius’ poem as the text itself mentions the possibility that scholars at that time were instructed in texts, perhaps without themselves owning a copy.1060

We have seen that the authors of the Hisperica famina mention natural philosophers as their associates and cover a range of themes on natural phenomena similar to Lucretius, such as the sky (A358–80), the sea (A381–425), fire (A426– 50) and wind (A477–96). While these themes occur in Isidore’s De natura rerum, I have found a number of motifs that suggest knowledge of Lucretius’ rather than Isidore’s text.1061 Because the Hisperica famina is not written in hexameter, there are no verbal allusions to any Latin poem, but because of the similarity of motifs it is clear that its authors were acquainted with some classical poems.1062 For example, both texts explain that rainbows are caused by the refraction of sun light in the rain,1063 that a strong wind destroys trees and beats upon the sea1064 and that the sea encircles the shores of the earth.1065 Moreover, the passage mentioned above indicates that the missionaries expected the pagan scholars to accept the kingly rule of God as the “the ruler of the vast sky”, while Lucretius wrote that people concede the kingly rule to the divine if they are ignorant of the natural causes of the functioning of the sky.1066 Finally, Herren has identified a large number of unusual suffixes that frequently appear in the Hisperica famina and that can often be traced back to the language used by Lucretius.1067 As the Hisperica famina indicates, these pagan scholars had a sufficient command of the Latin language and they could have acquired Lucretius’ text from Italy, their country of origin.

Moreover, it is known that Dungal (who apparently was the only annotator able to clearly understand the text) bequeathed to the monastery of Bobbio a number of books of insular origin.1068 To my mind, Bishoff’s identification of the corrector of O with Dungal can as well be interpreted as supporting the existence of an insular copy of Lucretius. Dungal was a poet and astronomer from Ireland and probably also a bishop. He explained to Charlemagne the double solar eclipse of 810 and it is plausible that he got his knowledge from Lucretius because he seems to have corrected the pertinent passages in Lucretius dealing with that subject matter.

An obscure letter by Aldhelm (d. 709), abbot of Malmesbury, gives some further evidence for pagan philosophical studies in Ireland of the late seventh century. Aldhelm was well-educated at the school of Canterbury and imported books from Rome. In this letter, Aldhelm warned the Christian Wihtfrith to travel to Ireland for the purpose of studying at people that he calls philosophi. Instead, he should respect his orthodox faith by reading only the Bible. He calls these philosophers “garrulous frogs” and says that their studies on gods and goddesses (among others he mentions Helen and Orestes) are similarly immoral as visiting prostitutes in Ireland.1069 At any rate, it is clear that terms like philosophi or magi are labels with which to refer to either unbaptised people or possibly heretics.

Aldhelm also admonished Heahfrith to respect orthodoxy after he returned from studies in Ireland.1070 In the opening lines of this letter, he mentions a serpent, “vomiting contagious poison through the ages”, and he adds that temples as the dwelling places of this serpent have been eradicated and replaced with churches.1071 The serpent seems to be alluding to studies in Ireland because Aldhelm was aware that one could study “physical instruments” besides grammar and geometry in Ireland.1072 This knowledge they “strictly conceal to be preserved until death in consideration.”1073 This implies that there was a group of scholars who shared and transmitted secret knowledge, probably of a scientific or forbidden nature. Despite the obscurity of this text, it is not impossible that the group of scholars who transmitted this knowledge could be related to those who authored the Hisperica famina.

Patrick himself, in his own writings, appears to mention a group of Latin pagan scholars, suggesting that there was a historical basis for his fight against the magicians. In his Confession, the holy man boasts of having become an important missionary despite his unlearned background: “Listen and pay close attention, you rhetoricians who you are unaware of the Lord!”1074 These rhetoricians could be related to the rhetori mentioned several times in the Hisperica famina as a group different from, but related to the poets who composed the Hisperica famina (A8, 21, 476, 546).

The exact nature of these rhetoricians, however, is open to interpretation and has been discussed most extensively by Bradley. First, the interpretation is dependent on the reading of “unaware of the Lord” (domini ignari). The manuscripts offer several different readings, among which the most significant is domini cati (“learned in the Lord”). Bradley convincingly argued in favour of the first reading: only one codex has domini cati, several others have either domini ignari or the haplographic domini gnari. In contrastive juxtaposition, Patrick distinguishes three groups of people in Ireland: those of high (magni) and of low social standing (pusilli) who are Christians (qui timetis Deum), both of whom ought to admire him, before finally mentioning the rhetoricians that ought to listen to him (who are different in that they are not Christians).1075 Bradley then proposed three alternative interpretations on the meaning of the term domini ignari rethorici: learned pagans (based on the note in the Leyden Glossary mentioned above), Pelagian heretics and Christians who believe in God but not in the true way.1076 Bradley qualified the pagan-theory because Patrick does not mention learned pagans elsewhere in his Confession. However, he does mention pagans, without specifying, though, whether or not they are highly educated. Elsewhere in his Confession and in his letters, Patrick uses expressions similar to the above, such as gens externa Deum ignorans (ep. 14.4–5: “foreign people not knowing God”), with regard to Irish pagans.1077 Bradley dismissed these parallels because Patrick uses Dominus instead of Deus more often in biblical than in non-biblical contexts,1078 but this is not a strong argument against the pagan-theory, especially since gentilis is the Latin word for “pagan” and it is clear that Patrick refers to contemporary rather than biblical pagans. It can therefore be argued that Patrick was saying that he was more capable of converting these people than his better educated fellow Christians, as he reiterates in the following sentence. Patrick may indeed have fought against educated pagans rather than druids, and there seem to be some repercussions of this conflict represented in seventh-century texts from the British Isles and beyond.

The letters and Life of Boniface, the Anglo-Saxon missionary to the Franks, too, attest that certain heretics from Britain were associated with ancient philosophy. It is also possible that their teachings were received among the remaining continental pagans until the eighth century. Willibald, the eighth-century author of his Life, credits Boniface (c. 675–755) with having recalled the Thuringians from “the perversity of their teachers.”1079 Similarly, Pope Gregory III addressed a letter to the pagan Saxons, admonishing them to follow Boniface and to give up paganism as demon worship (referring to Col. 2:8): “beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit.” We have seen that Augustine refers this biblical line to materialist philosophies. Gregory called their teachers “sons of darkness” as opposed to the Christian “children of light.”1080 Boniface, a native from the kingdom of Wessex (near Wales), referred to learned pagans from Britain alongside “false and heretical priests.”1081 In Francia of the early eighth century, Boniface warned his correspondent young Nithard to pursue liberal studies only through the Bible, avoiding other scholarship, denouncing it as “spiders’ fragile webs.”1082 We have seen that other Christian authors used the metaphor of spider-webs to denigrate ancient philosophical traditions. Boniface also had “the pagan rite expelled and the erroneous custom destroyed” in Frisia,1083 but no teachers are mentioned. However, it is unlikely that these teachers had any first-hand knowledge of ancient philosophy; rather, the term of ancient philosophy is used as a label against pagans or heretics, who may, however, have had some knowledge of these old philosophical traditions, similarly to the pagan groups represented in the Hisperica famina.

Books continued to be burnt occasionally in some of the other kingdoms that succeeded the Roman Empire in the West. In Visigothic Spain, Arian and Catholic versions of Christianity were in conflict. Reccared, king of the Visigoths (586–601) converted to Catholicism but faced a number of Arian conspiracies. Following the third Council of Toledo in 589, he ordered all Arian books to be forwarded and burnt in order to convert the Arian Visigoths to the Catholic faith.1084 He appears to have been successful in this aim as there are no surviving Gothic texts from Spain.

Boniface suffered martyrdom in 754 in Frisia and the Frisians plundered his books.1085 According to Willibald’s Life, pagans carrying weaponry spoiled Boniface’s camp of the book chests and relics it contained, later scattering the books widely among the fields and throwing some into the marshes. Christians, however, found the books and rescued them, Willibald suggests.1086 Kurth has argued that a famous codex in Fulda, linked to Boniface’s death, shows signs of a nail having been hammered into it,1087an allusion to a pagan purification ritual similar to crucifixion. Willibald’s suggestion that greed motivated the pagans corresponds to established literary topoi on outsider groups. Rather, the thorough scattering and destruction of books may have served the purpose of retaliating similar Christian rituals of purification. We have seen that people sometimes destroyed books not so much in order to erase its contents from memory but in order to vanquish the demons associated with these books and therefore applied thorough methods of destruction.

As we have seen, there are examples in the East of confiscated books being brought to monasteries. It is therefore intriguing that the Carolingian Renaissance started in the late eighth century and that it was at this time that a significant amount of classical titles were copied in monasteries. There is no evidence that these titles were stored in monasteries before that time and they may first have been brought to monasteries at that time. The only surviving manuscript of Livy’s fifth decade, for example, was at this time first owned by the bishop of Utrecht, which was the missionary centre of Frisia.1088 This could mean that the book was originally owned by pagans in Frisia before it came to the monastery.

In a lengthy letter minuting a religious trial, Boniface provides evidence of the burning of books. He accused two Christian bishops as “heretics and schismatics” and pleaded for them to be counted among the “pagans” (ethnici) because he suffered persecution from their teaching.1089 This again illustrates the demonical power of books. A pontifical commission in Rome found that a prayer forwarded as proof contained the names of demons instead of angels. Pope Zacharias answered to the commission’s unanimous decision: “It has been very well arranged by your holiness that all his writings should be burnt in the fire; but it is advantageous for his rejection and everlasting confusion to preserve them in our holy book shrine.”1090 The judgment was to be read publicly in Francia to deter others.1091 About a century later, the tradition of Boniface’s martyrdom has it that he used the gospel to protect him from the strikes aimed at him,1092 what perhaps is an allusion to a battle-of-books tradition.

Boniface also reported to Zacharias that the Irish priest Virgilius, active at that time in Bavaria, had put forward the view that life exists on the southern hemisphere of the earth and that the sun and the moon move around a spherical earth. Lucretius had discussed this view.1093 Augustine primarily rejected it as inconsistent with biblical creation and with the view that all human beings were descendants of Adam and Eve, although he did not rule out the possibility of a spherical earth.1094 Zacharias approved Boniface’s request:1095

Concerning the perverse and unjust doctrine, which he [Virgilius] professed against God and his own soul, if it shall be clarified that he confesses in this way that there are another world and other human beings underneath the earth or even the sun and the moon, do deprive him of his priestly dignity and expel him from the Church, once a council has been held.

It is not known, however, what happened after this. Because Virgilius eventually became bishop of Salzburg, he likely escaped the charges against him, perhaps because he repented.

In a pastoral letter of 866, Pope Nicholas I in Rome advocated the same policy to the Bulgarians, who were just Christianised. Like the Christian authors of Late Antiquity, he too referred to First Corinthians (15:33) regarding the “profane books” which they had taken from the “Saracens” (the Muslims): “These are by no means to be preserved; for it is written: ‘evil communications corrupt good manners.’ They must be thrown into the fire as dangerous and blasphemous books.”1096 Nicholas does not specify what books these were; because the Muslims preserved texts from the Roman Empire (such as Aristotle), it is possible that these books were burnt.

Moreover, there is evidence that Christian monks destroyed ancient books, found by coincidence, from St Albans (near London) of the ninth or tenth century. The History of the abbey of St Albans dates from as late as the fourteenth century, but it is based on earlier compilations. Constructions on a new church uncovered the remains of the ancient town of Verulamium, including books from its extant period. The workmen, supervised by the abbot, discovered a hoard of books: “books found everywhere”, which were of old age.1097 Among these was a luxury codex with golden titles. A search was undertaken to find an old priest able to read the old writings. He found that the luxury codex contained the Life of the local martyr Alban. In the other books he found “invocations and rites of idolatry”, specifically invocations to Phoenix.1098 Some of these books were written in Old English, others in Latin. Invocations to Phoenix, the mythical creature, are frequently found in ancient poetry, particularly in Late Antiquity.1099 All books were burnt except for the Live of Alban.1100 The abbot had this book translated into Latin. Although this book was in good condition when it was discovered,1101 the author claimed it crumbled into dust when it became known to others.1102 This statement is suspicious; it is rather more probable that the clerics did not want an alternative version to be distributed. Significantly, the text does not question why the books needed to be burnt but their status as pagan artefacts is a likely reason given that other pagan remainders, such as vessels with artwork were also destroyed.1103 This is supported by the fact that a generation earlier, abbot Ealdredus had ancient writings found in the soil of the ancient city examined and destroyed.1104 It seems to have been the general practise at least of this abbey at this time, when books were found to keep what was useful for the propagation of faith and to destroy the others.

The magical character of books is evidenced well into the ninth century. According to a hagiographical text on Ansgar, the Apostle of the North, pirates burnt down a church in Hamburg together with the books it contained. The text indicates that the pirates burnt these and other books deliberately as part of their effort to devastate the whole city. The report continues with the surprising anecdote that a plundered Christian book magically caused an influential pagan from Sweden to lose most of his family and household possessions. A pagan with religious authority (quendam divinum) recommended that he get rid of the book. It was nailed to a fence along with a note that whoever wanted could take it.1105 This shows the magical symbolism that was attached to books at this time, but the context and the trajectory of the story indicates that it is possible that the tale could have been made up by the Christian who found the book. In the next section, I shall argue that any non-Christian texts became increasingly suspicious amongst monks and clerics as ecclesiastical laws narrowed the educational requirement for bishops down to biblical studies.

7.2Ecclesiastical Law

I have already shown that some canons of ecclesiastical law attempted to bar the clergy from reading pagan or heretical books, although I have also noted that some bishops and other office-holders among the clergy had demonstrable exposure to classical texts, often as a consequence of an education that grounded them in these works. The question thus remains: which books were clerics or laypersons supposed to avoid in ecclesiastical law in the early Middle Ages?

Gemeinhardt argued that in the West canon law barred only the clergy from reading pagan books, noting that bishops continued to be educated in literature and display knowledge of pagan literature when writing and proselytizing about its exclusion as this practice became firmly established in the late sixth century.1106 However, the passages discussed by Gemeinhardt provide no firm evidence that there was a requirement for bishops to receive an education in the classics, although Gemeinhardt is probably correct to assume that some read them in private. There is evidence to suggest that canon law required clerical education to be received in Bible studies, but this does not mean that clerics never read the classics.1107 Gregory of Tours in the late sixth century, for example, endorsed the work of Martianus Capella that contains mythological material.1108 It does not axiomatically follow that all classical literature was privately read, however. Martianus Capella employed a Neoplatonic allegorized technique that was both palatable to and also appropriated by the Christian readership. Jerome (d. 420), on the other hand, complained about clerics being educated in classical writings, at the turn of the fifth century.1109 This is a clear statement that classical texts were still studied at that time, but the statement by Gregory of Tours is different.

In this context, the Statuta Ecclesiae Antiqua (c. fifth century) states that a bishop needed to be “literate” (litteratus).1110 Scholarship has interpreted this differently. Gemeinhardt is probably correct to assert that this term in context refers to literacy and Bible knowledge rather than to education in the classics because the Statuta Ecclesiae Antiqua barred bishops from reading pagan and heretical books unless the knowledge of the latter was going to be useful to refute adversaries.1111 Its collation of canon law was widely known from the fifth century onwards, suggesting that it was established orthodoxy by this point. By contrast, a canon of the Fourth Council of Toledo in 633 required literacy for episcopal candidates, indicating that illiteracy among bishops had become a concern in the Visigothic kingdom.1112

Pope Gregory the Great also wished Christians, including laypersons, to abstain from studies related to the classical tradition: “Bishops must explain the holy scripture instead of grammar.”1113 The passage is included in the twelfth century Decretium Gratianum, taken from a letter Gregory wrote to bishop Desiderius of Vienna in 601. In this letter Gregory reports of complaints about, and strongly disapproves of, Desiderius teaching grammar: “The praise of Christ does not fit in one mouth along with the praise of Jupiter. How serious and unholy it is for a bishop to teach what is not even fitting for a religious layperson.”1114 Gregory, however, rather than thinking of classical texts in general, was concerned about teaching of grammar as such. When he elsewhere condemned “these foolish and secular writings”, he probably did not mean the classics,1115as he wrote in another letter, “because I consider it utterly unworthy to restrict the words of the heavenly oracle under the rules of Donatus.”1116 Far from being a controversial writer, Aelius Donatus was the author of a grammatical handbook most commonly used in the Middle Ages and a scholar who had personally tutored Jerome.

The sixth-century Decretum Gelasianum offers a list of Christian canonical books. It also gives a list of heretical and apocryphal texts and authors which are to be condemned forever: “a few which have been handed down” (5.1). This indicates that other texts were not seen as dangerous any longer and not included as they were obviously deviating from canonical texts. It was widely received in the West during the Middle Ages and several parts of this Decretum can be traced back to the fourth-century pope Damasus.

Similarly, a late sixth-century rule from an unknown monastery in southern Gaul barred secular fables (fabulae saeculares) unless they contributed to the audience’s edification. Gemeinhardt interprets this line as allowing the study of “texts of pagan education” in this monastery, but it must be noted that it is doubtful that the term “secular” means pagan texts because the canon only mentions “secular fables” in conversation.1117

In 789, Charlemagne addressed the General Warning (Admonitio generalis) to the clergy and people of the Frankish empire, ruling that “only the canonical books, the Catholic treatises and the words of the saints are to be read and preserved” in order to keep the populace away from any error. “Everything against the Catholic faith” was not to be read but burnt.1118 Monasteries and episcopal sees were advised to ascertain that schools contained corrected books (emendatos libros). Charlemagne’s address demonstrates the care which was taken to ensure that the material used in schools, many of which were just founded, was correct. They were supplied with a list of literary genres which besides various liturgical books included grammar books, but not full classical texts (cap. 72). It is probable that the classics had ceased to be studied in the West long before this edict was issued. Nevertheless, Charlemagne’s educational reforms were responsible for the revival of learning in the early ninth century. While education was thus based on Christian authors, few manuscripts containing classical texts are still extant today from this time period.

In sum, while there is evidence that ecclesiastical law required office holders to be educated and acquainted with litterae, this probably did not mean that they were required to read the classics. However, bishops and other clerics may have continued to study these texts privately until around the sixth century even during their tenure. But if education in the classics became unnecessary for career paths (as we have seen in Chapter 5), then this probably correlates to a reduced interest in preserving these works in this period, as I shall demonstrate in the final section. In the next section, we will see that Isidore of Seville gives an illuminating insight into contemporary attitudes towards classical authors, ancient philosophy and books in monasteries.

7.3Isidore of Seville

Isidore, bishop of Seville, (d. 636) widely acclaimed as an important Christian scholar in Western Europe of the seventh century, wrote the Etymologies in the last years of his life in Visigothic Spain. As Merrills put it, it is “perhaps the single most influential book of the Latin Middle Ages”,1119 not least because of its status as an authoritative text for the use of ancient literature. In this regard, the Etymologies serve as an intermediary between Antiquity and the Middle Ages. As has been asserted by Diesner, Isidore was a central figure in as much as he attempted to safeguard ancient culture for the first time during the invasions, while also contributing to the dearth of education in his age.1120 This is because Isidore aimed at limiting access to pagan books to the small elite that needed to be able to refute them.1121 Although Isidore himself quoted classical lines in his Etymologies, I agree with those studies which have argued that Isidore’s quotations were based on extracts found in Christian authors rather than on the original books.1122

Hithero, Isidore’s works have not been read against the terminology of late antique legislation with regard to censorship and destruction of books. At the time of Isidore, the Breviary of Alaric was in force as a legal code in the Visigothic kingdom. It included the Codex Theodosianus (the relevant laws of Christian emperors), later novels and certain juristic works.1123 Thus the prevailing climate informed Isidore’s composition of guidelines for ecclesiastic and monastic affairs. As we have seen, imperial and ecclesiastic legislation had banned magical, divinatory and heretical books as well as those of the mathematici. His work is interesting not so much as a historical source for previous centuries, but rather as highlighting what he thought about this past. It shows the difficult relationships that people at that time had in regard to books, their efforts to rewrite a history that was hardly accessible to them and the magical powers they continued to attribute to the books of their past.

The Etymologies include a chronographic table which helps reveal how the history of Antiquity was perceived in this transitional period. For example, the table catalogues the burning of Christian books among the memorable deeds of Diocletian, indicating that this event was still commemorated after centuries had passed.1124 While Christian writings are central to its table of world ages, pagan ones are not even mentioned. Although he himself occasionally quotes the classics, in Isidore’s writing it is clear that the culturally relevant canon of literature was a purely Christian one.1125 Isidore names the martyr Pamphilus as the first noteworthy Christian to have founded a library, with the same zeal as Peisistratus (Peisistratus had canonised the Homeric texts in archaic Greece, while Pamphilus, who died in 309/10, was a friend and contemporary of Eusebius and among the founders of the theological library of Caesarea).1126 Isidore bridges the gap that existed between the large Greek and Roman libraries (he wrongly gives the figure of 70,000 books for the Hellenistic library of Alexandria1127) to the Christian canon citing Jerome’s authority: he had ransacked the whole world for Church writers and “integrated the results of their studies in a single-volume mini-index”.1128 He also notes that while the pagans had used a variety of techniques to produce books, the Christian book is the codex.1129

Book eight of the Etymologies deals with the Church and any kind of deviance in the following order: heresies, pagan philosophers, poets, sibyls, magicians, pagans and their gods. To Isidore, the “catholic” Church is global whereas the heretics are confined to regional areas.1130 Isidore defines these heretics firstly “as the Peripatetic, Academic, Epicurean, and Stoic philosophers, as well as others who, inventing a perverse doctrine, have retreated from the Church by their own will.”1131 Deviance from apostolic teaching, even in case of some angel evangelising differently, “will be called accursed, anathema.”1132 Isidore also lists superstition, which is often used as a derogatory term for paganism, as a sub-category of heresy.1133 After completing the catalogues of heretical groups with a Judaeo-Christian background, he lists philosophical groups, noting the Pythagoreans and Cynics in addition to those just mentioned.1134 Epicurean atomism is the last on Isidore’s list. Natural philosophers in general are also called theologi, as their teaching, too, implied speculation on the nature of God.1135 This shows that he perceived questions on the nature of the world intrinsically linked to Christian faith. Isidore also considered Christian heresies and ancient philosophies as two sides of the same coin. In this context, various philosophical tenets had influenced prominent heretics – Isidore explicitly names Arius, Valentinus and Marcion1136– and it is interesting that the book searches in the age of Constantine, as reported by Eusebius, included the writings of these three non-conformist authors and those of their respective schools as the target groups.1137 This does not mean that Isidore considered these old philosophies a living tradition, but rather he repeated the warnings of the ancient Christian authors that he studied.

Similarly, in his Synonyma, which deal with sin and conversion, Isidore warns of “curiosity” (curiositas), that is the teaching of anything not included in the Bible. Isidore links curiositas to heresy and fables:1138

You shall not be curious to know what is hidden. Beware of investigating what is removed from the human senses. Ignore what you have not learned from the authority of Scripture as if it were a secret. You shall not search further than what is written, you shall not inquire more broadly than that what the divine scripture declares. You shall not wish to know what you are not allowed to know. Curiosity is dangerous presumption, curiosity is harmful knowledge. It is a call to heresy, it precipitates the mind into sacrilegious fables.

Accordingly, Isidore’s Etymologies counts pagan poets among religious deviators, quoting Suetonius in order to link poetry to the origin of pagan religion and to temple culture as two ways of worshipping.1139 Also, in the section “on the gods of the pagans” he suggests that the poets had praised gods and contributed to their worship.1140 Underpinning this is the belief that worshipping any gods except for the Christian God is idolatry (idololatria).1141 Isidore’s judgment on tragedy and comedy as well as other dramatic genres was a negative one.1142 Elsewhere, in the Sententiae, he gives a guide on the ideal Christian conduct of life. Here he equates reading poetry to sacrifices, which were frequently prohibited under the threat of capital punishment too. Thus while he himself sometimes quotes classical poetry, Isidore endorses the position that generally Christians are forbidden to read pagan poetry at all.1143

He also includes “some poets” in the same category as natural philosophers, that of theologi, which we have seen he considered heretical. While poems such as Lucretius’ De rerum natura seem to be the primary candidates for this verdict, this category applies to those that had written poems on the gods.1144 To be sure, Isidore quoted Lucretius only from earlier Christian authors.1145 Exceptions are those poems that versify history, those which tell “that which really happened.” Isidore’s narrative trajectory thus corresponds to the Christian poets of Late Antiquity having concentrated on panegyrics (celebrating the deeds of rulers) and poems of saints. Yet Isidore also excludes the pagan author and fellow Spaniard Lucan explicitly from his verdict.1146 He was perhaps inspired by the classical author Quintilian, who wrote that Lucan should be imitated by orators rather than by poets.1147

Isidore’s advice seems to have been taken seriously because from the only two manuscripts containing classical Latin texts that survive from the period between 550 to 750, one has Lucan’s poem on the civil war alongside a text authored by Isidore.1148 It is possible that Lucan’s Spanish background and his dissidence from the emperor Nero, whom Christians hated, could have caused Isidore’s apology for this pagan author.

Alongside poets, Isidore catalogues “Sibyls” and “magicians.” He defines vates (just equated with poets) as every prophesying male and “Sybil” as every prophesying female.1149 Magicians are compared to the atomistic philosopher Democritus and to the age of Hippocrates’ medicine.1150 He calls Circe a witch (maga) and derives his attribution of magical qualities particularly to women from Vergil.1151 As we have seen, it had frequently been ruled by imperial and ecclesiastical legislation that books on magical and divinatory subjects were to be destroyed. Isidore concludes his section on magicians: “All this must therefore be avoided by a Christian, must be utterly rejected and damned with every execration.”1152

As we have seen, a further law from 409 ordered the books of mathematici, too, to be burnt. Discussing the term mathematici Isidore catalogues these as “interpreters of the stars”, which were known as magi first, such as those who had predicted the birth of Christ. Later they were called mathematici in the common population.1153 As we have seen, this corresponds to the ambiguous meaning of this term in Ammianus Marcellinus and others. Both authors agree that the uneducated considered these mathematici to be astrologers. According to book three of the Etymologies, the writings on astrology (mathesis) are “without doubt, contrary to our faith and should be so ignored by Christians as not to seem to have been written down.”1154 He thus wished to make books like these to appear as if they had never existed at all. For the more educated, on the other hand, Isidore, following Plato, lists arithmetic, geometry, music and astronomy among the disciplinae mathematicae at the beginning of this book.1155

Isidore occasionally suggested banning dangerous books, and as we have just seen the category of heresy applied to many ancient philosophers. In his Sententiae, Isidore thus pleads for carefully considering if any reading contains the words of heretics “under the name of catholic scholars.”1156 In the following section, “on the books of the pagans” (de libris gentilium), he first prohibits Christians from reading “the fictions of the poets”, as we have seen. He then lists the “mundane doctrines”, “vain fictions” and “the mysteries of the sky”, noting that “such books need to be avoided.”1157 Again, he encompasses a broad range of texts under his verdict in the following:1158

Every secular doctrine echoes the waves of words and, raising itself through the tumour of eloquence, has been annihilated by the simple and humble Christian doctrine, as it is written: ‘has not God made foolish the wisdom of this world?’ [1Cor. 1:20]

Isidore further explicates the texts to be avoided as containing “pagan eloquence” and “mundane knowledge.”1159 Exceptions, however, apply to the art of grammar (grammaticae ars). While on the one hand grammatical texts are not to be preferred to “simpler” (Christian) texts, on the other:1160

Grammarians are better than heretics. For the heretics instil the potion of lethal juice into men by persuasion; the doctrine of the grammarians, however, can even contribute to life as long as it is used for a better purpose.

This verdict, too, corresponds to the fact that a relatively large number of grammatical texts have been copied between 550 and 750. Fontaine thought that Isidore’s justification of grammar included pagan literature as studied in schools because the art of grammar included the introduction to literary genres.1161 On the other hand, we have seen that Augustine suggested that reading and hearing eloquent Christians could and should largely replace the traditional study of rhetoric.1162 Much of the knowledge of the classics at that time was based on handbooks containing short quotations (florilegia) rather than on the original writings.

Within the context of monastic text transmission, Isidore’s Regula monachorum provide insight into how texts were treated in monastic life. In monasteries, the “sanctuary watchdog” (custos sacrarii) was in charge of keeping books (codices). Monks had to ask for loans, which needed to be returned on the same day.1163 Their reading was limited to conformist Christian books:1164

The monk shall beware of reading the books of the pagans and the writings of the heretics. For it is better not to know their pernicious dogmas than to fall into some snare of error through the experience.

Because monks were in charge of copying their monasteries’ books, this suggests that pagan texts were less likely to be copied. They were seen as having a contagious and ensnaring demonical influence. Contemporary legislation also included similar censorship laws. The far reaching Visigothic Code of 642/3 ruled that Jews should not have (unspecified) anti-Christian books:1165

If any Jew reads these books, or studies doctrines, which contain any evil thought against the Christian faith, or keeps or conceals such books in his house, he shall have his head shaved and receive a hundred lashes in public.

The law also states that second time book offenders were threatened with exile and property confiscation. Parents and teachers who instruct children in the doctrines contained in such books were to receive the same punishments, punishments that included the children if they were above 10 years of age. It is worth noting that more than two centuries earlier Augustine had characterised the “enemies of the Church”, that is philosophers arguing contrary to the Bible and non-conformist Christians, roughly in the same words as the law (male sentiendo), suggesting the increasing confluence of secular law and Christian polemical discourse.1166

In conclusion, Isidore, who probably had at least knowledge of the Codex Theodosianus,1167appears to deliberately adopt this legal terminology in his polemical passages against pagan literature, such as against certain poetical authors and philosophical schools, in order to make his point. This fleshes out the sterile wording of the Codex Theodosianus and other laws within what is essentially a handbook of knowledge. In doing so, Isidore often borrowed from Christian authors of the fourth and earlier centuries indicating, perhaps, that book-burning laws could be interpreted similarly by clerics in previous centuries. Yet the books which Isidore condemns the most can hardly be thought of as still circulating in the early seventh century. Nevertheless, the circulation and importance of Isidore’s works must have had an impact on reading interests in his age and in the centuries to come. It is therefore important that he considered materialist philosophies dangerous ideas. I shall argue in the next section that there are indeed reasons to think that his attitudes towards the classical heritage are somewhat representative for monastic communities in charge of book production at that time in western Europe. This is also indicated by the ecclesiastical legislation that I have discussed in the previous section.

7.4Membra Disiecta

The eye of the needle through which ancient Latin literature had to pass in order to survive was particularly small for the transmission of classical Latin texts from 550 to 750: “The copying of classical texts tapered off to such an extent during the Dark Ages that the continuity of pagan culture came close to being severed.”1168 This was a world entirely different from the fourth and fifth centuries before the Roman Empire collapsed. Rome and major parts of Italy fell successively to the Ostrogoths, the Byzantines and the Lombards. With the fall of the Western Empire, trading stopped, and papyrus was hardly available. While papyrus continued to be used for documents, it had ceased to be the carrier of literature already before that time. In this section I shall argue that there was very little interest in most pagan texts during this time period and that the attitudes towards pagan texts that I have discussed in the previous chapters influenced the decisions about which pagan texts to preserve.

Based on the extant remainders of manuscripts listed in the Codices Latini Antiquiores (including fragments and palimpsests), Pöhlmann identified 26 “profane texts” from this time period, 24 of which are “secular texts”1169(here primarily agriculture and architecture). In Pöhlmann’s taxonomy, while “classical” refers to fine arts literature (normally from before the fourth century), “secular” means non-theological texts such as technical texts or Christian history. The only two manuscripts with “classical” texts extant from this time period are Lucan’s Civil War and Rufius Festus’ Breviarium.1170 While the former is a poem on Caesar and Pompey, the latter work is a short account of Roman history written in the late fourth century. Rufius Festus is probably identical with the instigator of the magic trials that took place in Antioch and in the East in the 370s. The lost late antique archetype of a ninth-century manuscript of Rufius Festus had a subscription saying that the book might be read with the blessing of Christ. Alan Cameron rightfully notes that the subscription intends to outweigh the pagan character of the work;1171 however, the Breviarium is certainly a non-theological but hardly a “classical” work. Similar things can be said about the copy of Lucan’s poem as it was copied alongside a work by Isidore of Seville. Because Isidore endorsed Lucan, as we have seen, this can be interpreted as a justification to copy this pagan text.

Libraries were for centuries dominated by Christian texts. For Greek literature “so many copies of the leading fathers exist that their number is more an embarrassment than a source of pleasure to the modern scholar who has to edit the text.”1172 A similar picture emerges if one sifts through the catalogue of the oldest Latin manuscripts (Codices Latini Antiquiores). So far as we know, in the West (or rather in Italy) books were copied from 550 to 750 only in monastic and church libraries. At least by this time, decisions about which books to receive or not to receive were therefore made by Christian institutions.

It was only in the Carolingian Renaissance of the late-eighth and ninth centuries that monastic libraries of the West first began expanding significantly. Regarding the classics, the archetypes of medieval text transmission (that is the manuscripts that later copies were based on) mostly belong to this time period; a few of which from this time period are extant today. It was only later, particularly in the twelfth century, that the scripts used in Latin manuscripts did change significantly, making them much more difficult to read.1173 It is likely that these ninth-century books were seemingly based on editions from about the fifth century. Unlike with many Christian books, however, nothing certain is known as to their origin,1174 leading Lapidge to conclude that they were accidental finds.1175 We have seen that the only surviving manuscript of Livy’s fifth decade is first attested in Utrecht and may therefore have been confiscated from the pagans in Frisia.

A comparatively large number of palimpsests are attested for this time period. A palimpsest is a book whose original script was deleted and the material reused for a different text. Lowe published a list of palimpsests containing lower writing (the original text) from before the ninth century.1176 The list includes pagan, non-conformist Christian and orthodox texts that were found to be outdated, damaged, difficult to read, or of lesser importance. Yet, so far this list has not been read alongside the total of pagan texts attested for this period, and this reading will indicate that there is some reason to suggest that the pagan character of a text increased its chances of being deleted and reused.

It is thus pertinent to note that the Codices Latini Antiquiores – cataloguing Latin manuscripts with literary content from before the ninth century – contain 1,884 entries or books, which make up more than 2,000 titles.1177 Of course, we cannot say how many books were actually produced from the fifth to eighth centuries, but are not traceable anymore; yet, given the small size of known libraries after the fall of the Roman Empire, it is likely that this figure does account for a statistically significant portion of books that were produced during these centuries. Estimations are that first medieval monastic libraries – the heirs of text transmission – consisted of about 20 codex books and grew to some 500 volumes in the cultural peak of the twelfth century.1178 Isidore of Seville describes his seventh-century library, the largest library known from Europe of this time, as consisting of some fourteen to sixteen shelves with a maximum of between 10 or 30 books each.1179 Estimations of how many titles Isidore quoted vary from 154 to a maximum of 475.1180 At any rate, as Lehmann has shown from a comparison of quotations, Isidore based his work on the sixth-century works of Cassiodorus and probably never read many of the titles he quoted.1181 On the other hand, it is possible that pagan texts, copied from the fifth to eighth centuries, are underrepresented within the group of books traceable today, if copies of pagan texts received less care than copies of Christian texts.

Of these 1,884 entries, I have identified 67 entries (less than 4 per cent) as containing classical title(s), transmitted in libraries. A further 44 pieces, mostly papyri, also contain classical titles, but these are archaeological finds from Egypt that were stored in libraries at the time of publication.1182 One such papyrus, CLA 833, was burnt but not entirely destroyed by fire, possibly by a Christian acting on religious grounds. Another interesting item among this group is a fifth-century scrap of parchment, containing fragments of the lost 11th book of Livy. It was found in 1986, when archaeologists excavated the ruins of the Coptic medieval monastery of Naqlun in the Fayyum. The parchment was found along with ceramic fragments and old papyri (Greek and Coptic, mostly saec. VI–VII, fewer saec. VIII–IX).1183 It is possible that the texts were thus thrown out by the monks in the ninth century or later.

The bulk of Codices Latini Antiquiores are made up predominantly of Christian titles, although there are a few secular ones as well. Among these are legal, medicinal, agricultural and grammatical texts (including commentaries on Vergil and Cicero). From the 67 classical entries mentioned above, 52 were produced before the eighth century, as we have seen mostly from c. 350 to 550. 43 of these 52 early manuscripts (83 per cent) were practically destroyed at one point during the Middle Ages. 38 pieces were deleted and overwritten and five were reused for wrapping or binding purposes.1184 Among the “early palimpsest” group, all but two were deleted between the sixth and eighth centuries, in the monasteries of Bobbio and Luxeuil or in places unknown.1185 The only exceptions are a fifth-century Vergil manuscript that was partly used as a palimpsest in the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries (CLA 977) and the seventh-century Lucan manuscript used as palimpsest in the eleventh century (33), with Christian miscellaneous texts and Augustine’s De Trinitate respectively as the upper writing. All the early palimpsests, too, have Christian texts (leading Christian authors, council acts, and biblical books) as the upper script.

Certain classical authors, however, were more likely to escape deletion. Among the “early non-palimpsest” group, five manuscripts have Vergil, two have Livy and the other two have Terence and Pliny respectively.1186 The most unfortunate decisions certainly were made when texts not otherwise preserved (except in fragments) were reused as palimpsests. The letters and a panegyrical speech of Fronto (27, 72), the orations of Symmachus (29), Cicero’s opus maius on the republic (35), the 91st book of Livy (75), Sallust’s opus maius Historiae (112, 809), the Annals of Granius Licinianus (167), Gargilius Martialis on agriculture (404) all are lost except for these early palimpsests. Fronto and Symmachus were suspicious to Christians as much as Cicero’s philosophical work on the republic. The historical works by Livy, Sallust and Licinianus have in common that they treat the late Roman Republican history, which was of little relevance to a time period that assigned its beginnings to the birth of Christ. Classical books produced at a later point, on the other hand, were far less likely to be recycled: not a single one of the 15 manuscripts extant from the eighth century was deleted,1187although one manuscript was reused as binding (1129), another as fly-leaves (1327). By contrast, none of the three oldest extant manuscripts of Lucretius’ De rerum natura carries the title at the beginning. In one, Lucretius’ name has been erased, and a different title has been substituted, apparently to protect the manuscript from deletion or destruction.1188 This probably explains why Lucretius’ poem is extant today as the only direct testimonial of Epicurean philosophy.

Moreover, certain clusters of membra disiecta suggest a deliberate attempt to clear perhaps even a whole library of books with classical content. Nine classical books, including the lost 91st book of Livy’s history, were deleted and reused for a single Old Testament copy (CLA 69) at around AD 700 in a place unknown.1189 The preference was obviously not in favour of more endangered texts. If the ratio of classical-pagan versus Christian or technical writings was c. 4 per cent (the ratio of manuscripts extant today), then the probability that CLA 69 was the product of a fortuitous selection is 0.04 by the power of 9. This figure may be blurred by the fact that pagan texts are perhaps underrepresented and may have been written in older, less readable script; however, this figure is so low that it can hardly be explained without assuming that pagan texts were deliberately selected. Four more books, of classical or similar content, were overwritten with the Acts of the Council of Chalcedon of 451 in seventh-century Bobbio.1190 Another cluster of four classical texts, deleted in favour of Gregory the Great’s Morals on the Book of Job, remarkably included Euclid’s Geometry as well as an unidentified philosophical treatise. The pagan text was deleted in early eighth-century Luxeuil.1191 Overall, the find has been interpreted variously as a “systematic attempt on the part of the Christians to destroy all vestiges of pagan literature” in early scholarship (not any more believed); or “one might perhaps say that at that time the classics had become culturally obsolescent.”1192 Economic pressures almost certainly played a part: books became expensive as papyrus was hardly available and books were much more lavish than in ancient times. On the other hand, a copy of the Roman historian Livy in these centuries was used as a wrapping for relics.1193 It is therefore likely that this text was discarded because of religious reasons. The message conveyed in this case is that Christianity had overcome the errors of the pagan past. At any rate, it is clear that less care was given to rare classical than to standard Christian texts if these classical books were damaged so much that their only use was to delete and recycle them. While there was the greatest interest in Christian standard texts, there was comparatively little interest in key classical authors, such as Vergil and the early books by Livy, and no traceable interest in late Republican history and pagan philosophy. Lucretius’ poem on Epicurean philosophy (recorded in catalogues since the ninth century) probably survived only because its contents were known to very few individuals.

7.5Conclusion

In sum, I have given here some examples to suggest that the polemical discourse of late antique authors probably influenced ecclesiastical book bans, exhortations against pagan literature by authors such as Isidore of Seville, texts on missionary activities and the selection of books in monasteries. Books with pagan content were often overwritten with Christian authors or legislation that criticised them even as they deleted them. While the creation of palimpsests can partly be explained because the original manuscripts became difficult to read, there is a number of membra disiecta consisting exclusively of classical originals. The Codices Latini Antiquiores indicate that not only the interest in the classics declined dramatically, but also that classical titles were deliberately preferred over Christian titles to be overwritten with new copies of Christian texts, perhaps because of the poor state of these classical books. Among this subgroup of classical authors there still was a clear preference for authors such as Vergil as opposed to philosophical texts. This find corresponds to the ecclesiastical legislation of that time period. Contemporary legislation required bishops to be educated in the Bible only, but outright bans were limited to heretical works and writings in opposition to Christianity.

There is evidence for sporadic book-burning until well into the early medieval period both in the context of missionary activities and with regard to accidental finds. The legal basis for this is unclear, but it must be noted that the legislation that I have discussed in Chapter 2 was generally still in effect. Even Christian authors of the early medieval West continued to polemicize against ancient philosophy allegedly practised in some remote areas. However, it is unlikely that they were referring to actual philosophers or ancient texts. It is more likely that they used the early polemics against ancient philosophers as a label with which to denounce certain heretical or unbaptised groups, which may have transmitted some ancient philosophical traditions (as we have seen in some passages of the Hisperica famina). In this context, I have also proposed an alternative theory to the early text transmission of Lucretius, arguing that this text circulated amongst a group of insular pagan scholars before it arrived at the continent. We have seen that there was a strong tendency to regard as authoritative the apologetic-polemical texts and attitudes that I have discussed in previous chapters.


Conclusion

This book has sought to suggest two strands of arguments. One argument has been that the categories of forbidden or destroyed books were not always clear-cut but that there was some overlap of magical, astrological and heretical books with philosophical books, although the sources are rarely specific enough to allow firm conclusions. The other argument has been that, within the polemical discourse of Christian authors, philosophical opinions contrary to the Christian world view are often described as disturbing the unity of the Church, thus leading to heresy and causing the sin of pride, and there is also a tendency to align these opinions to magic and astrology, although this is based on a longstanding tradition.

Doctrinal concerns included questions on whether or not atoms existed as independent entities, uncreated matter, indivisible, moving automatically and by cohesion in varied order composing the objects of the material world, without divine providence. Other concerns were predictions on the movement of the stars, the singularity, duration, size and shape of the universe and whether it was a miracle of creation or something that can be explained by inherent mechanical forces that exist perpetually without divine interference; whether human beings were informed about the material world through the various senses or through the ideas of the soul; whether or not human beings are just another species of animals. The philosophical view that God does not interfere with the functioning of the world as his creation, for example, re-emerged in Europe as Deism, but not before the seventeenth century.

This book has argued that the common denominator between books on magic, astrology, divination and philosophies opposed to the Bible was their demonic origin. Pagans used magic (for example, love spells) in order to summon demons. They practised divination because they were informed of future events by consulting demons and believed in astrology under the assumption that demons controlled the stars and that their movements were therefore indicative of future events. These demons also inspired pagan philosophers with opinions contrary to the Christian world view, according to Christian authors. Epicurean hedonism, for example, was demonical because it facilitated sexual indulgence, although it is more correct to say that it explained the desire to reproduce as the driving force of evolution. Plato, by contrast, had borrowed most of his views from the Judaeo-Christian tradition, and other philosophers had followed him in many respects, or so Christian authors of Late Antiquity claimed. This openness was important for the success of Christianity as Platonism became the most popular philosophical view in Late Antiquity. It is also clear that Christian authors believed in oracles if they were divinely inspired. In fact, they argued that Christianity was true because its predictions were fulfilled. In a similar vein, Christian authors and clerics viewed the universe, the movements of the stars, planets or the moon as God’s creation and therefore as something good and worthy to describe. On the other hand, the view that the universe was in perpetual motion because of inherent forces rather than divine interference was regarded as heretical in Late Antiquity, as we have seen, for example, in section 2.8 and 4.6. Epicurean natural philosophy went a step further than seventeenth-century Deism, as it excluded the divine as the first mover. This view fundamentally contradicted the biblical creation account, according to which the world came into existence through God rather than through the first clash of atoms. It also posed obvious difficulties to the belief in the end of the world and the Second Coming of Christ. I have argued that Christian authors identified this view as the biblical philosophy “after the elements of the world, and not after Christ” (Col. 2:8). Epicurean philosophy should, however, not be equated with atheism as it does not preclude the existence of the divine.

It must be noted that book-burning and censorship in ancient societies were in many ways different from a modern notion of these acts where they are often associated with a totalitarian state. Taken by itself, the text of the Bible, in particular, did not include clear recommendations to dismiss any philosophies or heresies and certainly no encouragements to burn books of any kind. However, the threat to the unity of the Church, caused primarily by heretical writings, was in fact often a real one. Not only were heretical writings perceived to threaten the religious peace, but often did disputes on the right understanding of Christianity cause religious riots. It can be presumed that this was the prime motivation of the Roman state to agree on banning specific books. In this respect there have been precedents in the early imperial period where book-burning served the purpose of conflict-management. Similarly, the magic trials in Antioch show that dissident writings could threaten the imperial family in a particular crisis, and this gave sufficient cause for Roman authorities to act. Late Antiquity is generally characterised by a greater degree of state control. The public character of book-burning in the age of Justinian indicates that the authorities were interested in stopping the circulation of the material in question and to instil fear in the population. Book-burning was also associated with a powerful symbolism of averting the demonical powers that had always been linked with magical books. In some cases, people burnt the books of their past in order to demonstrate the completeness of their conversion as if they had burnt their alter ego. While books were often burnt in a public context in order to render the ritual of book-burning efficient, in other instances book-burning was purely a private act. I have therefore distinguished between state-censorship, explaining the differences between ancient and modern societies in this regard, spontaneous, ritualised book-burning, burning of books in someone’s own possession and intentional or unintentional destruction of books as a consequence of riots. I have also stressed that the Christian authors or clerics who advocated or encouraged censorship of books, while vying with each other for authority, were convinced that they were acting in the best interest of human beings and persuaded that what they did or wrote was to the benefit of human souls.

In the polemical discourse of Christian authors of Late Antiquity, martyrdom and sainthood could serve as reward strategies with which to encourage the disposal of books contrary to the Christian world view. Compassion and charity were additional strategies of reinforcement to bar people from reading books that could lead to damnation. Using medical metaphors, Christian polemics put these readings often on a par with mental and physical diseases and recommended book-burning as a medicine. Conjuring up sexually loaded images, Christian authors often compared forbidden pagan teaching to snakes that eject poisonous juice. Book-burning could prevent readers from burning in hell. Therefore, it was seen as compassionate and charitable to prevent neighbours from damnation by denouncing them. We have seen that inquiries into reading interests and also the lifelong spiritual monitoring of book offenders were sometimes advertised as acts of showing pity.

I have also identified a number of polemical themes that Christian authors employed to express their relationships with books and ideas and to cast doubt on a book’s worthiness. In this context, laughter could be especially devastating. This is because some philosophical views were seen as ridiculous as they were inspired by demons and these demons also facilitated sexual urges which in turn caused shameful feelings particularly in individuals that attempt to abstain from indulging in these urges. This explains the magical properties that some books reportedly had in Late Antiquity. Following the example of Antony, monks and clerics often fought against demons that appeared to them in the shape of sexual urges and poisonous animals, such as spiders and snakes. Christian authors therefore argued that heretical-philosophical views were like spider-webs snaring the unwary. It can be argued that persistent sexual urges, if consistently unfulfilled, can be detrimental to the mental well-being. To my mind, the demonic contents of some books were therefore viewed as triggering mental diseases, especially since the demons were keen to prevent people from receiving salvation. While these demons were contagious, according to Augustine, fire had the property to destroy these demons and purify the space that was contaminated by demons. Burning of books, especially of magic books, is often linked to the burning of bodies because it could prevent bodies from burning in purgatory, but it must be noted that the message of the gospel itself was normally seen as a sufficient cure. Book-burning was therefore regarded as beneficial to the greater community.

Moreover, medical metaphors have clearly entered imperial legislation. Given the amount of reports on miracle-healing and exorcisms performed on pagans, these metaphors had a real-life application. In this context it is worth noting that Christian authors describe philosophy as an ill body that is dying naturally. I suggest that the body-metaphor includes a polemical attack against materialist philosophies because these supported the preference of the body to the soul.

Using these strategies, educated Christian authors from the upper strata appealed to Christians such as monks, ascetics, holy men, certain medical practitioners and exorcists (which often were less educated). Their attitudes have probably not appealed as much to the majority of the population. The polemical discourse of Christian authors therefore opens a window into the ascetic-monastic milieu and may well be seen as somewhat representative for these circles. Monks, ascetics and holy men could burn books as part of a spectacle in order to destroy the demons by which they felt persecuted. Although evidence for this is somewhat regionally limited, in the hagiographical imagination, they searched houses to find forbidden books. Monastic institutions also came to be in charge of text transmission and the preservation of books.

With regard to imperial censorship legislation, I have stressed the many practical difficulties that prevented any systematic enforcement of these laws. There is particularly little evidence for state authorities enforcing censorship or book-burning laws outwith of a few spectacular incidents. On the other hand, there is probably more evidence of clerical enforcement or incidents of book-burning by what I have called zealous Christians, who were sometimes supported by state authorities, particularly by the defensores, as we have seen in Chapter 3. As with other religious laws, imperial legislation gave a legal framework with which to acknowledge the tendencies of that time rather than a directive that was seriously thought to be put into effect throughout the empire. Given the practical difficulties of locating copies of a banned book, denunciation, compounded by personal motives, was the most feasible way to identify prohibited books.

The question of whether or not book-burning affected the transmission of pagan texts remains difficult to answer. It is likely that books that were primarily targeted (magic books, astrological books, pagan ritual books, specific philosophical attacks against Christianity) were effectively barred from circulation as a direct or indirect consequence of book searches; however, magic and astrology were not completely suppressed but continued to play some role among Christians in the centuries to follow. Some philosophical attacks against Christianity survive in refutations. It is not unlikely that some philosophical texts that were disagreeing with the Christian world view – or Christian texts that preserved deviant philosophical traditions – were occasionally destroyed. This is best evidenced under the emperors Valens and Justinian, which some sources indicate had a significant impact on the circulation of these texts if taken at face value, but their rhetorical tendencies and lack of details as to actual titles do not allow firm conclusions. At any rate, over time incidents like these easily accounted for a reduced interest in preserving texts that came under sustained suspicion.

Copying and circulation of non-Christian texts slowed down dramatically at the end of Antiquity, especially in the successor states, but the main contributing factors can be identified as economic decline and loss of interest, largely due to the fact that earthly success and social status no longer depended on familiarity with non-Christian texts, as we have seen in Chapter 5. On the other hand, other factors such as fearsome examples made when books were burned, censorship, control of book-production and imperial and clerical efforts to stamp out forbidden texts, may well have contributed to the overall loss of interest in preserving non-Christian texts. Polemical attacks against rival philosophical or religious groups have been around since Antiquity, but it is not known that this caused the elimination of any literary genre or tradition. On the other hand, the diversity of different religious or philosophical groups in Antiquity ensured the survival of different religious or philosophical traditions. With Christianity becoming the state religion, this may well have changed, especially since there are examples known of groups keen to preserve only their own related texts and suppressing others (such as different Christian groups or Plato and Democritus).

Concerning philosophical views contrary to the Christian world view, it is not clear how many of these views continued to circulate in writing. There is some evidence for Epicurean texts circulating in the fourth centuries and texts belonging to other philosophical schools (but not to Platonism or Aristotelianism) beyond that. At first glance, it is not impossible to think that the polemical passages of Christian authors of Late Antiquity concerning these philosophies were simply based on similar passages from earlier Christian authors who flourished while these philosophies were still a living tradition. However, as I have shown, for example, in Chapter 4, these philosophical views, as well as their reception by dissident Christian authors, were still felt to be a threat to the unity of the Church in the late fourth and early fifth centuries. Besides the possibility that there were books preserving these philosophical opinions (for example, handbooks or scholarly notebooks), it can also be assumed that these ideas continued to circulate as part of an oral tradition. This is not to say that Epicureanism or other philosophical schools except for Neoplatonism were very present or robust in the late fourth or early fifth century, but they were not forgotten either. It is therefore pertinent that Epicurean traditions are attested for the late fifth century and beyond, not only as polemical labels, but as actually linked to the view that the universe consisted of mechanical movements, as I have argued in chapters 2– 4. Christian polemical discourse suggests that certain philosophical traditions were seen as the mother of all heresy in the world. I am aware of the argument that Christian authors may have used the charge of Epicureanism to discredit heretical opinions such as those put forward by the Manichaeans, but primary sources show that the Manichaeans did indeed share these beliefs. I therefore suggest that their affinity to materialist philosophy was a polemical strategy with which to justify the burning of heretical and astrological books.

If a wide definition of censorship is accepted, which involves the active refusal to copy certain texts because current (religious) authorities effectively prohibited this, then the polemical discourse of Christian authors, along with imperial and ecclesiastical bans on literature described with similar terminology, can practically be understood as censorship. The combination of these two factors, polemical discourse (which in itself may as well be taken as literary criticism) and bans of literature and perhaps even the fact that the terminology used in contexts of book-burning was similar to that found in polemics and legislation, was more detrimental to the transmission of affected texts than each factor on its own. This may sufficiently explain why theological, philosophical or scientific approaches that positively engaged with old materialist traditions (other than with the explicit aim of refuting these) remained absent particularly from the Western literary tradition for centuries to come. The re-emergence of these theories which were initiated by the Islamic transmission of texts, the rediscovery of ancient texts and the invention of the printing press gave rise to spectacular religious trials and book bans in the late medieval and modern periods.
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Figure 3. ‘Oven of scorn’ (Salzburger Spottofen), eighteenth century, Museum Carolino-Augusteum, Salzburg. The book-shelf displays non-conformist works from antiquity to the early modern age. The banner reads ‘library dedicated to Vulcan’ (bibliotheca Vulcano consecrata). © Salzburg Museum
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Philostratus

vita Apollonii
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apologia
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leges
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3.379d 1
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3.11 1

4.7.2 1
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30.1 1

Plutarchus

Alexander
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de curiositate
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vita Plotini

3.24–36 1
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vita Pythagorae

5.37 1
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historia arcana
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Prosper of Aquitaine
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Prudentius

apotheosis
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pr. 16 1

pr. 19–22 1

pr. 24 1

pr. 25 1

pr. 29–30 1

pr. 41 1
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55–70 1
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952–4 1

952–8 1

979–80 1

cathemerinon
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contra Symmachum

1 pr. 51 1

1 pr. 69–72 1

1 pr. 75 1

1 pr. 78 1

1.4 1

1.8 1

1.9 1

1.22 1

1.28 1

1.501–5 1

1.528 75, 1

1.529–37 1

1.529 1

1.533 1

1.538 1

1.648–9 1

2.90 1

2.146 1

2.203 1

2.220–26 1

2.227 1

2.743 1

2.1010–11 1

hamartigenia

pr. 36 1

162–4 1

164 1

236–43 1

244–345 1

2521

253 1

282 1

298 1

305 1

314 1

492–505 1

506–620 1

723–5 1

756–64 1

peristephanon

5.40 1

5.181–4 1

5.186–92 1

9 1

10.196–200 1

10.216–19 1

10.871–85 1

10.814–15 1

10.868–9 1

10.845–5 1

10.1111–18 1

13.1–4 1

13.2 1

13.7–8 1

13.10–11 1

13.21–3 1

13. 31 1

13.57–8 1

praefatio operum

7–12 1

13–21 1

37–8 1

42 1

psychomachia

34–5 1

721–2 1

Pseudo-Abdias

4.2 1

4.3 1

4.4 1, 2

Pseudo-Dionysianum

chronicon

2:128 1

Pseudo-Johannes of Damascus

Vita Barlaam et Joasaph

285 1

286 1, 2

294 1

297 1, 2

298 1

299 1

302 1

Quintilianus

institutio oratoria

1.4.3 1

1.10.1 1

3.8.46 1

6.3.7 1

10.90 1

Radbodus Traiectensis (?)

vita Bonifatii

16 1

Rimbert

vita Anskarii

16 1

18 1

Rufinus

apologia adversus Hieronymum

2.7 1

2.34 1

de principiis

pr. 3 1

Eusebii historia ecclesiastica translata et continuata

10.2 1

11.23 1

11.26 1

Rutilius Namatianus

1.31–2 1

1.61 1

1.398 1

1.445–1 2

1.452 1

1.525–6 1

2.52 1

Salvianus

de gubernatione Dei

7.68–77 1

Seneca

de tranquillitate animi

9.5 1

naturales quaestiones

7.25.5 1

Seneca maior

suasoriae

7.10 1

Severus

laudatio S. Leontii

4.1–6 1

Sextus Empiricus

adversus mathematicos

5.1 1

Shenoute

13.32.1–3 1

26.26–7 1

26.150.15–16 1

Sidonius Apollinaris

carmina

10–11 1

epistulae

8.2.1 1

Socrates Scholasticus

historia ecclesiastica

1.9.30–31 1

1.18 1

1.36 1

2.30.48 1

3.16 1

3.16.30–37 1

3.16.54 1

4.19 1

5.16–17 1

7.13–15 1

7.15.1 1

Sozomenus

historia ecclesiastica

1.1 1

1.18 1

1.21.4 1

2.5 1

2.33 1

4.6 1

6.35.1–2 1

7.15.2–6 1

9.6 1

Statius

Achilleis

1.11 1

Suetonius

Augustus

31.1 1

Tiberius

36 1, 2

Nero

38 1

Vitellius

14.4 1

Domitianus

8.3 1

10.3 1

20 1

de poetis

pr. 2 1

Suidas

D 1351 1

Th 205 1

I 401 1

M 120 1

M 209 1

P 137 1

Y 166 1

Ch 280 1

Symmachus

epistulae

4.18.5–6 1

relationes

3.10 1

Synesius of Cyrene

calvitii encomium

6 1

Dion

16 1, 2

epistulae

105.98–100 1

130 1

137.8–9 1

137.42–5 1

137.61–2 1

141.12–18 1

143.33 1

143.40–44 1

143.58 1

154 1

154.2–3 1

154.3–8 1

154.13–14 1

154.16–18 1

154.19–21 1

154.92–3 1

154.101–4 1

154.113–14 1

266a 1

273.17 1

291d 1

sermo de dono astrolabii

4 1

Tacitus

annales

2.32 1

4.34 1

12.52 1

15.41.1 1

15.44.1 1

dialogus

29.3–4 1

35.4–5 1

historiae

2.62 1

Tatianus

oratio ad Graecos

1–14 1

25–7 1

27.1 1

27.2 1

30 1

Terentianus Maurus

1286 1

Tertullianus

adversus Marcionem

1.25 1

5.19 1

adversus Valentinianos

7.4 1

14.1 1

apologeticum

18.8 1

de anima

20 1

de praescriptione haereticorum

6–7 1

7 1, 2

Themistius

orationes

4.59d–60c 1

7.99c 1

Theodoretus

epistulae

133 1

116 1

145 1

Graecarum affectionum curatio

pr. 2 1

pr. 3 1

1.18 1

1.33 1

1.36 1

1.127 1

2.7 1

5.60–61 1

5.64–6 1

historia ecclesiastica

3.11.5 1

5.22 1

Theophanes

AM 5982–3 1, 2

AM 6022 1

AM 6048 1

AM 6241 1

AM 6263 1

Thucydides

7.8.2 1

8.38 1

Tirechan

vita Patricii

42.6 1

42.7 1

Tzetzes

comicorum Graecorum fragmenta

I 1, p. 19 and 31 1

Valerius Maximus

1.1.12 1

Victor of Vita

historia persecutionis Africanae provinciae

3.10 1

vita Caesarii

1.9 1

vita Fulgentii

1 1

vita Nicolai Sionitae

15 1

28–30 1

vita Symeonis Stylitae Iunioris

157 1, 2

158 1

160 1

161 1, 2

162 1

164 1, 2

Vitruvius

1.1.17 1

Willibald

vita Bonifatii

5 1

7 1

8 1

Zacharias Scholasticus

Ammonius sive de mundi opificio

98 1

vita Severi

p. 15 1

p. 27–30 1

p. 30 1

p. 36 1

p. 37 1

p. 37–8 1, 2

p. 48–9 1

p. 52–4 1

p. 58 1

p. 59–61 1

p. 62 1, 2

p. 66 1

p. 66–7 1

p. 68 1

p. 69 1, 2

p. 70 1

p. 71 1

p. 73 1

p. 74 1

p. 75 1

Zonaras

epitome historiarum

13.14 1

14.2.8–11 1

14.2.29 1, 2

15.3.13–22 1

Zosimus

4.14.2–15.3 1

5.38 1

5.41–2 1

Legal Texts

Acta conciliorum oecumenicorum

1.1.4:66 1

1.3:181 1

4.1:218 1

4.1:242 1

Admonitio generalis

cap. 78 1

Breviarium Hipponensium canonum

1 1

Codex Iustinianus

1.1.1.1 1

1.1.3 1, 2

1.1.3.1 1

1.1.4 1

1.1.5.3 1

1.4.34.16 1

1.5.2 1

1.5.6 1, 2

1.5.8.9–10 1

1.5.8.12 1

1.5.8.13 1

1.5.12.2 1

1.5.16.3 1

1.5.18.4 1

1.5.18.10 1

1.11.8 1

1.11.10.1 1

1.11.10.2 1

1.11.10.5 1

1.55 1

9.18.2 1

Codex Theodosianus

1.4.1 1

1.4.3 1

1.29.1–8 1

1.29.3 1

7.16.1 1

9.2.5 1

9.16.1 1

9.16.4 1, 2, 3

9.16.5–6 1

9.16.6 1

9.16.8 1

9.16.9–10 1

9.16.12 1

9.34.1–4 1

9.34.5 1

9.34.7 1

9.34.9 1

9.34.10 1

11.8.3 1

13.3.5 1

14.9.2 1

14.9.3pr. 1

16.1.2 1, 2

16.5.1–2 1

16.5.5 1

16.5.6 1

16.5.9 1

16.5.28 1

16.5.30–32 1

16.5.34.1 1

16.5.46 1

16.5.62 1

16.5.63 1

16.5.66 1, 2

16.10.2 1

16.10.3 1

16.10.3–4 1

16.10.4 1

16.10.6 1, 2

16.10.7 1

16.10.8 1

16.10.10 1

16.10.10–11 1

16.10.11 1

16.10.12 1

16.10.12.1 1, 2

16.10.12.4 1, 2

16.10.13.1 1

16.10.15 1

16.10.16 1

16.10.18 1

16.10.18.3 1

16.10.19 1

16.10.25 1

Collectio Hispana

can. 16 1

Concilium Ancyranum

can. 23 1

Concilium Eliberitanum

c. 52 1

Concilium Toletanum

4 can. 19 1

Constitutiones apostolorum

1.6.1–2 1

1.6.6 1

Constitutiones Sirmondianae

6 1

12 1, 2

Decretum Gratiani

1.86.5 1

Digesta

10.2.4 1

47.9.9 1

Fontes iuris Romani anteiustiniani

2.389–91 1

2.581 1

Gaius

1.4 ad legem XII tabularum 1

Leges Visigothorum

12.3.11 1

Manuscripts and Papyri

Codex Bernensis 363 1

Codex Vaticanus Graecus

455 fol. 119v 1

Codices Latini antiquiores

3 1

Leges XII tabularum

8.1 1, 2

8.6 1

Nomokanon

12.3 1

Novellae Iustiniani

42 1

app. 7, cap. 1 2

Novellae Theodosii

3.1 1

3.8 1

Paulus

sententiae

5.4 1

5.4.6 1

5.4.15 1

5.23.17 1

5.23.18 1

Regula Tarnantensis

9 1

Rules of Rabbūlā

can. 49 1

can. 50 1

can. 52 1

can. 53 1

Statuta ecclesiae antiqua

pr. 1

can.5 1

10 1

11 1

12 1

13 1

19 1

27 1, 2

28 1

291, 2

30 1, 2

33 1, 2, 3

35 1

57 1, 2

69 1

69–77 1

70 1

71 1

72 1, 2

73 1

74 1

75 1

76–7 1

99 1, 2

109 1

112 1

115 1

134 1

167 1

175 1

210 1

223–4 1

226–7 1

246 1

247 1

286–91 1

296 1

304 1

305 1

306 1

335 1

345–6 1

363 1

367 1

392 1

397b 1

404 1

417 1

421 1

439 1

442 1

442–5 1

443 1

445 1

497–501 1

498–501 1

516 1

562 1, 2

575 1

593 1

725 1

809 1

833 1

974 1

977 1

1028 1

1043 1

1051 1

1054 1

1129 1

1201 1

1214 1

1327 1

1377 1

1455 1

1470 1, 2

1472 1, 2, 3

1474 1

1507 1

1519 1

1522 1

1560 1

1569–70 1

1578 1

1580 1

1631 1

1650–51 1

1652–3 1

1660 1, 2

1693 1

1708–10 1

1712 1

1717 1

1721 1

1744 1

1760 1

1793 1

1813 1

1816 1

1817 1

1832 1

1833 1

1839 1

18661

1867 1, 2

Leyden Glossary 1

Oxyrynchus papyri

2338 1

Papyri Graecae magicae

12.404 1

Papyrus Bouriant

1 1

Papyrus magica musei Lugdunensis Batavi

J 384 XII 1
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	2	The term heretic is usually used today to refer to Christians whose opinions disagreed with what was regarded as the authoritative interpretation of Christianity at a given time period, defined by councils or Christian authors that were themselves regarded as authoritative. This is a subjective category as heretics regarded their opinions as the true way and those of the others as erroneous.
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	544	Reitzenstein (1917).

	545	See Krestan and Hermann (1957), 467–9.

	546	Conversio Iustinae et Cypriani 10, Zahn, p. 27–8 (German), 150–51 (Greek). And see Radermacher (1927), 104–7.

	547	Conversio Iustinae et Cypriani 1, Zahn, p. 22 (German), 140–41 (Greek).

	548	Gr. Naz. or. 24.12 (PG 35:1184A): γοητικὰς βίβλους.

	549	Prud. perist. 13.1–4.

	550	Prud. perist. 13.21–3, at 21: doctissimus artibus sinistris, cf. 2, 10–11, 31 on rhetoric.

	551	Prud. perist. 13.7–8: dum liber ullus erit, dum scrinia sacra litterarum, | te leget omnis amans Christum, tua, Cypriane, discet.

	552	Ps.-Abdias 4.4 (Fabricius, Codex apocryphus 2:1719, 520).

	553	Ps.-Abdias 4.3 (Fabricius, 518).

	554	Ps.-Abdias 4.2 (Fabricius, 517).

	555	Ps.-Abdias 4.4 (Fabricius, 520): ut omnes codices meos, in quibus erat inlicita praesumptio, abjecerim, et omnibus simul artibus renunciaverim inimici. Another conversion story that includes the burning of magic books in sixth-century Galatia is Vita Theodori 38.

	556	Aug. civ. 9.18.

	557	Lucr. 6.1090ff.

	558	Aug. civ. 21.10.

	559	Ps.-Jo.D. Vita Barlaam et Ioas. 32.302 (Woodward and Mattingly, 504): μαγικὰς βίβλους.

	560	See Volk (2009), who also edited a new critical edition (2006).

	561	Ps.-Jo.D. Vita Barlaam et Ioas. 286 (W./M., 478–80): συντάγμασι τῆς δεισιδαιμονίας.

	562	Ps.-Jo.D. Vita Barlaam et Ioas. 297 (W./M., 496). Cf. Prud. perist. 10.196–200.

	563	Ps.-Jo.D. Vita Barlaam et Ioas. 286: γένους Χαλδαϊκοῦ, 299, 285, 294, 297, 298: πλήρεις ἀλαζονείας ὄντες (W./M., 480, 500, 478, 492, 496, 498).

	564	Also Aug. ep. 137.4.16 says that nowadays many learned persons have come to submit their knowledge to the dissemination of faith.

	565	Aug. ep. 118.2.9.

	566	Aug. enarr. in. psalm. 61.23 (CCSL 39:793): portat se cum codices incendendos, per quos fuerat incendendus.

	567	Caseau (2007).

	568	Eus. h.e. 6.3.8–9.

	569	Amm. 29.1.5; 29.2.6–7.

	570	Chrys. hom. 1 in 1 Tim. 3 (PG 62:507): γόης καὶ μάγος. Similarly, hom. 2 in Jo. 2 (PG 59:32).

	571	Chrys. hom. in 1 Cor. argumentum (PG 61:11, 12): ὡς πνευματικοῖς (referring to Acts 18:9– 10) … τῶν κακῶν ἡ μήτηρ.

	572	Chrys. hom. in 1 Cor. argumentum (PG 61:12).

	573	Chrys. hom. in 1 Cor. argumentum (PG 61:10, 11): καὶ ῤητόρων πολλῶν ἔμπλεως ἠ πόλις καὶ φιλοσόφων … ἐν ταύτῃ τὰς βίβλους συναγαγόντες τῶν γοήτων οἱ μετανοήσαντες κατέκαυσαν, καὶ ὤφθησαν μυριάδες πέντε.

	574	Chrys. laud. Paul. 4.8 (SC 300:198–200): καὶ τί λέγω μάγους καὶ γόητας τοὺς σβεσθέντας; πόθεν τὰ τῶν θεῶν ἐπαύθη πάντα, καὶ ὁ Δωδωναῖος, καὶ ὁ Κλάριος, καὶ πάντα τὰ πονηρὰ ταῦτα ἐργαστήρια σιγᾷ καὶ ἐπεστόμισται; Dodona in Epirus had an oracle-temple of Zeus, Clarus in Ionia a temple of Apollo.

	575	Chrys. Laud. Paul. 4.9 (SC 300:200–202).

	576	Cyr. in Isaiam 4.2 (PG 70:944D): ἀπεστράφησαν δὲ καὶ φρόνιμοι εἰς τὰ ὀπίσω, καὶ ἐμωράν-θησαν αἱ βουλαὶ αὐτῶν. ἔοικε δὲ φρονίμους ἐν τούτοις, ἢ τοὺς παρ’ Ἕλλησι μάγους ἀποκαλεῖν· ὠνομάζοντο γὰρ παρ’ ἐκείνοις σοφοί· ἢ τάχα που καὶ τοὺς ἐν δόξῃ σοφῶν παρ’ αὐτοῖς γεγονότας.

	577	See Brunt (1975); Maier (1985).

	578	See Hahn (2007) on the marginalisation of Stoic and Epicurean philosophy during the third-century crisis.

	579	Cic. Tusc. 4.3.7: post Amafinium autem multi eiusdem aemuli rationis multa cum scripsissent, Italiam totam occupaverunt; with Cic. acad. 1.6: iam vero physica, si Epicurum id est si Democritum probarem, possem scribere ita plane ut Amafinius. quid est enim magnum, cum causas rerum efficientium sustuleris, de corpusculorum (ita enim appellat atomos) concursione fortuita loqui?; Cic. fin. 1.7.25: tam multi sint Epicurei.

	580	Keenan (1977); Smith (1993).

	581	Lucian, Alex. 47; Aelian, fr. 39, 89 Hercher (vol. 2:200–202; 230–31), 42a Domingo-Forasté. On a discussion, Sarefield (2004), 125–41.

	582	See Schipke (2013), 169–223.

	583	Tert. anim. 20: Seneca saepe noster.

	584	Hier. vir. ill. 12. See Hagendahl (1983), 80–82.

	585	Schmid (1962), 772–90, esp. 783: Bas. ep. 11, based on von der Mühll.

	586	Suid. s.v. Μαρκιανός, 209 Adler: “this deviator was corrupting himself daily with Epicurean teachings and he said that the universe was self-existent and ordered not by God, but by the forces of the stars. For in so far as each of them will come first carried around together because of their rotation, they obtain superiority according to the momentum of those that are generating it” (οὗτος ὁ πλάνος καὶ τοῖς Ἐπικουρείοις δόγμασιν ὁσημέραι αὑτὸν κακύνων, αὐτοφυῆ ἔλεγε τὸν κόσμον καὶ διοικεῖσθαι οὐκ ἐκ θεοῦ, ἀλλ’ ἐξ ἐνεργείας τῆς τῶν ἀστέρων. καθὸ γὰρ ἕκαστον αὐτῶν τῇ τούτων φθάσει συμπεριφερόμενον δινήσει, τῶν κατ’ αὐτὴν τικτομένων τὴν ῥοπὴν τὴν ἐπικρατείαν κληροῦνται).

	587	PLRE 2, Marcianus 17, 717–18.

	588	Jul. ep. 89:300C–301C, at 301C (Bidez 1.2, 168–9, at 169): μήτε Ἐπικούρειος εἰσίτω λόγος μήτε Πυρρώνειος· ἤδη μὲν γὰρ καλῶς ποιοῦντες οἱ θεοὶ καὶ ἀνῃρήκασιν, ὥστε ἐπιλείπειν καὶ τὰ πλεῖστα τῶν βιβλίων.

	589	Eus. p.e. 14.18.2.

	590	See Alan Cameron (2011), 387–9, 395, 531–46.

	591	Alan Cameron (2011), 218–20, 566.

	592	Von Albrecht (1994), 246; Butterfield (2013) on the transmission of the text.

	593	Von Albrecht (1994), 231–4.

	594	Lact. opif. 6.1; Hier. chron., a. Abr. 1923, 94 BC (GCS 47:149).

	595	Von Albrecht (1994), 247–9. On Isidore see p. 281, note 88, p. 284, note 111 and p. 291, note 145 below.

	596	It should, however, be noted that Nicholas of Autrecourt reintroduced ancient atomism to the scholastic world before the rediscovery of Lucretius. He was convicted of heresy and ordered to burn his incriminated writings in 1346/47.

	597	Poggio, ep. 9.32 Tonelli: ex bibliothecis, ne dicam ergastulis Germanorum.

	598	See Passanante (2011); von Albrecht (1994), 249–55 with literature; Sorabij (1983), 372.

	599	List of quotations by Lydus in the appendix of Maas (1992), 119–37; for some ancient authors his is the only testimony.

	600	Maas (1992), 59–60; Robbins (1921), 97–123.

	601	See Pollmann (1996), 158–67; Hagendahl (1967), passim; on prose authors, 667–90; see Aug. ep. 135.1 on the range of Augustine’s acquaintance with philosophy.

	602	Acts 17:18: τινὲς δὲ καὶ τῶν Ἐπικουρείων καὶ Στοϊκῶν φιλοσόφων συνέβαλλον αὐτῷ, καί τινες ἔλεγον· τί ἂν θέλοι ὁ σπερμολόγος οὗτος λέγειν; οἱ δέ, Ξένων δαιμονίων δοκεῖ καταγγελεὺς εἶναι, ὅτι τὸν Ἰησοῦν καὶ τὴν ἀνάστασιν εὐηγγελίζετο. And see de Witt (1954).

	603	Col. 2:8: βλέπετε μή τις ὑμᾶς ἔσται ὁ συλαγωγῶν διὰ τῆς φιλοσοφίας καὶ κενῆς ἀπάτης κατὰ τὴν παράδοσιν τῶν ἀνθρώπων, κατὰ τὰ στοιχεῖα τοῦ κόσμου καὶ οὐ κατὰ Χριστόν.

	604	See DeMaris (1994), 18–40.

	605	Aug. civ. 8.10 (CCSL 47:226): homo Christianus litteris tantum ecclesiasticis eruditus.

	606	Aug. civ. 8.10 (CCSL 47:226): cavet eos tamen, qui secundum elementa huius mundi philosophantur, non secundum deum, a quo ipse factus est mundus. admonetur enim praecepto apostolico fideliterque audit quod dictum est: cavete ne quis vos decipiat per philosophiam et inanem seductionem secundum elementa mundi, referring to Col. 2:8.

	607	Aug. civ. 22.5 (CCSL 48:810, 811): paucissimis remanentibus atque stupentibus vel doctis vel indoctis … nolunt isti, cum quibus agimus, credere. Similarly, Aug. civ. 18.49–50.

	608	Aug. gen. ad litt. 2.17 (CCSL 28.1:61): “A good Christian must therefore beware of either the mathematici or anyone who impiously practises divination, especially when the say the truth, lest they deceive his soul by their fellowship with demons and ensnare it in some treaty of association.” (quapropter bono christiano sive mathematici sive quilibet inpie divinantium, maxime dicentes vera, cavendi sunt, ne consortio daemoniorum animam deceptam pacto quodam societatis inretiant).

	609	Gal. 4:3–5: οὕτως καὶ ἡμεῖς, ὅτε ἦμεν νήπιοι, ὑπὸ τὰ στοιχεῖα τοῦ κόσμου ἤμεθα δεδουλωμένοι· ὅτε δὲ ἦλθεν τὸ πλήρωμα τοῦ χρόνου, ἐξαπέστειλεν ὁ θεὸς τὸν υἱὸν αὐτοῦ, γενόμενον ἐκ γυναικός, γενόμενον ὑπὸ νόμον, ἵνα τοὺς ὑπὸ νόμον ἐξαγοράσῃ.

	610	2Pet. 3:10–12: ἥξει δὲ ἡμέρα κυρίου ὡς κλέπτης ἐν ᾗ οἱ οὐρανοὶ ῥοιζηδὸν παρελεύσονται, στοιχεῖα δὲ καυσούμενα λυθήσεται, καὶ γῆ καὶ τὰ ἐν αὐτῇ ἔργα εὑρεθήσεται. τούτων οὕτως πάντων λυομένων ποταποὺς δεῖ ὑπάρχειν ὑμᾶς ἐν ἁγίαις ἀναστροφαῖς καὶ εὐσεβείαις προσδοκῶντας καὶ σπεύδοντας τὴν παρουσίαν τῆς τοῦ θεοῦ ἡμέρας δι’ ἣν οὐρανοὶ πυρούμενοι λυθήσονται καὶ στοιχεῖα καυσούμενα τήκεται.





	611	Iren. haer. 1.23.2: ex quo universae haereses substiterunt.

	612	Acts 8:9–24.

	613	Hipp. haer. 6.11.

	614	Just. 1 apol. 44, 57–8.

	615	Tat. orat. 27.2: πῶς πεισθήσομαι τῷ λέγοντι μύδρον τὸν ἥλιον καὶ τὴν σελήνην γῆν;

	616	Iren. haer. 2.14.2–3 and 6.

	617	Iren. haer. 4.26.2.

	618	Tert. praescr. 7: quid ergo Athenis et Hierosolymis? quid academiae et ecclesiae? quid haereticis et Christianis? Similarly, apol. 46; idol. 9–10.

	619	Tert. praescr. 7: ipsae denique haereses a philosophia subornantur. … eadem materia apud haereticos et philosophos volutatur, idem retractatus implicantur.

	620	Ath. inc. 53.1 (SC 199:454): τίς πώποτε ἄνθρωπος ἁπλῶς ἢ μάγος, ἢ τύραννος, ἢ βασιλεύς, ἐφ’ ἑαυτοῦ τοσοῦτον ἠδυνήθη βαλεῖν, καὶ καθ’ ὅλης τῆς εἰδωλολατρίας καὶ πάσης δαιμονικῆς στρατίας καὶ πάσης μαγείας καὶ πάσης σοφίας Ἑλλήνων, τοσοῦτον ἰσχυόντων καὶ ἔτι ἀκμαζόντων καὶ ἐκπληττόντων πάντας, ἀντιμάχεσθαι καὶ μιᾷ ῥοπῇ κατὰ πάντων ἀντιστῆναι, ὡς ὁ ἡμέτερος Κύριος, ὁ τοῦ Θεοῦ ἀληθὴς Λόγος, ὃς ἀοράτως ἑκάστου τὴν πλάνην ἐλέγχων, μόνος παρὰ πάντων τοὺς πάντας ἀνθρώπους σκυλεύει, ὥστε τοὺς μὲν τὰ εἴδωλα προσκυνοῦντας λοιπὸν αὐτὰ καταπατεῖν, τοὺς δὲ μαγείαις θαυμασθέντας τὰς βίβλους κατακαίειν, τοὺς δὲ σοφοὺς τὴν τῶν Εὐαγγελίων προκρίνειν πάντων ἑρμηνείαν. With 53.2.

	621	Ath. inc. 2.1.

	622	Some examples, besides those mentioned throughout this book, are Hier. in Is. 7.18.1/3 (= PL 24:247A); Epiph. panarion 1.1.8 (Holl 1:186). And see Schmid (1962), 799–803; Laßwitz (1890), 11–30.

	623	Especially, Ath. inc. 47–8.

	624	Lact. inst. 3.17.5: inpatienti ac delicato dolorem esse omnium malorum maximum dicitur, forti etiam in tormentis beatum esse sapientem.

	625	Aug. retract. pr. 3; 1.1.4; Krämer (2007), 12.

	626	Aug. conf. 1.9.14; 1.12.19; 1.13.20–22. See Krämer (2007), 116–40 (literature); Gemeinhardt (2007), 375–9; Hunink (2009).

	627	Aug. conf. 6.16.26.

	628	R.B. Eno, in: Fitzgerald et al. (1999), 301.

	629	Aug. ep. 118.5.34.

	630	See p. 30 above.

	631	Aug. ep. 118.1.2.

	632	Aug. ep. 118.2.8: de diversitate cognoscenda sententiarum alienarum; 2.11–12.

	633	Aug. ep. 118.2.8: falsa; 2.9: errore, puerilium rerum; 2.11: ridiculum, superflua multa; 2.12: destruat falsitates, falsa … subvertere.

	634	Aug. ep. 118.2.11.

	635	Aug. ep. 118.2.12; in 2.10 he mentions people in Greece, probably Neoplatonic philosophers, asking questions about ancient Greek philosophers.

	636	Aug. ep. 118.2.12; also: “However, if it is necessary, as I said, to know in advance some of the opinions opposed to the truth and to have thought these through, we need to think about the heretics who call themselves Christians rather than about Anaxagoras and Democritus.” (tamen si opus est, ut dixi, veritati adversantes praenoscere aliquas et pertractatas habere sententias, de haereticis potius, qui se christianos vocant, quam de Anaxagora et Democrito nobis cogitandum fuit.).

	637	Aug. ep. 118.2.12.

	638	Aug. ep. 118.2.9: et in Africa usque adeo de his interrogatorem pateris neminem, ut nec te ipsum quis patiatur invenias eaque inopia episcopis exponenda ea mittere cogaris. Also: “those professors of rhetoric at Carthage were of no help in this study of yours.”

	639	Aug. ep. 118.2.9: cum in ipsa etiam scholari levitate et rhetoricis cathedris ita obmutuisse atque obtorpuisse videantur, ut a Carthagine Hipponem, quo exponi possint, mittenda existimentur, ubi tam insolita atque omnino peregrina sunt, ut, si vellem respondendi cura inspicere aliquid volens videre … codicem prorsus invenire non possem. Augustine mentions his church library also in letters 231.7 and 211.13 but not any of the classics; Koopmans (1949), ad locum, p. 134; Krämer (2007), 96.

	640	Aug. ep. 118.2.9: sibi in memoria durare paterentur … ipsa oblivione sepelire mallent recordata. And see Hagendahl (1967), 709–13; O’Donnell (2005), 126.

	641	Aug. ep. 118.2.12: oro te, et vide atque ausculta, utrum aliquis adversus nos de Anaximene et de Anaxagora proferat aliquid, quando iam ne ipsorum quidem multo recentiorum multumque loquacium Stoicorum aut Epicureorum cineres caleant, unde aliqua contra fidem Christianam scintilla excitetur.

	642	In ep. 164.2.4, Augustine writes about the lost literary remains of ancient philosophers which are known only in secondary quotations.

	643	Aug. c.Acad. 18.41: nescio quid inferens mali de Stoicorum cineribus, quod Platonis adyta violaret.

	644	Hier. ep. 127.10: cernentes heretici de parva scintilla maxima incendia concitari et suppositam dudum flammam iam ad culmina pervenisse; and further on: “The method of condemning the heretics was such […] that he brought in the scrolls ‘about the first beginnings’, which were shown to have been corrected by the hand of a scorpion” (damnationis hereticorum haec fuit principium, … dum inpia περὶ ἀρχῶν ingerit volumina, quae emendata manu scorpii monstrantur): Koopmans (1949), ad locum, p. 147, with examples for the metaphorical use of “ashes”. An example for “ashes” actually referring to book-burning is Ov. trist. 5.12.61–8.

	645	Aug. ep. 118.3.13: “Whoever he may be who asks of you the questions you ask of us, let him hear that you are more learned and more wise in your not knowing them.”

	646	Especially, Cic. nat. deor. 1.24.

	647	Aug. ep. 118.2.9: hic, quo ad ea discenda venisti, et Romae expertus es, quam neglegenter habeantur et ob hoc neque doceantur neque discantur … nec taedio tibi sint, ut a te ista perquirant, nec taedia tua curent, ut te ista perquirentem exaudiant … duae tantae urbes Latinarum litterarum artifices.

	648	Aug. ep. 118.2.9: invenisti talibus rebus nuda atque frigida.

	649	Aug. ep. 118.2.9: miror tantum, quantum dici non potest, vereri te, tam boni ingenii iuvenem, ne in Graecis atque orientalibus urbibus quemquam de his rebus molestum interrogatorem feras.

	650	Aug. c.Acad. 3.19.42.

	651	Aug. ep. 118.2.10: dogmatum particulas quasdam discerptas atque dispersas in Latinis dialogis.

	652	Aug. ep. 118.3.13.

	653	Aug. ep. 118.3.16; 4.23: Pythagoras.

	654	Aug. ep. 118.3.21: de moribus sive de natura rerum sive de ratione investigandae veritatis.

	655	Aug. ep. 118.14: carnales voluptates, 17: voluptas corporis.

	656	Cic. Tusc. 4.3.6.

	657	Aug. ep. 118.3.17: cui uni exemplo in cuiusvis animo ferociter adrogantis omnis superbia cedit et frangitur et emoritur.

	658	Aug. ep. 118.3.18.

	659	Aug. ep. 118.3.19.

	660	Aug. ep. 118.3.20: Christiana aetas, referring to Acts 17:16–34.

	661	Aug. ep. 118.3.21: multi atque multiplices … usque in tempora Christiana.

	662	Aug. ep. 118.3.21: quos iam certe nostra aetate sic obmutuisse conspicimus, ut vix iam in scholis rhetorum commemoretur tantum, quae fuerint illorum sententiae, certamina tamen etiam de loquacissimis Graecorum gymnasiis eradicata atque compressa sint, ita ut, si qua nunc erroris secta contra veritatem, hoc est contra ecclesiam Christi emerserit, nisi nomine cooperta Christiano ad pugnandum prosilire non audeat. Cf. ep. 118.5.32: “we see that now no error dares to lift up itself to gather around it crowds of uneducated people without seeking the veil of the Christian name.” (nullum iam errorem se audere extollere ad congregandas sibi turbas imperitorum, qui non Christiani nominis velamenta conquirat).

	663	Aug. ep. 118.3.21: ex quo intellegitur ipsos quoque Platonicae gentis philosophos paucis mutatis, quae Christiana inprobat disciplina, invictissimo uni regi Christo pias cervices oportere submittere et intellegere verbum Dei homine indutum, qui iussit et creditum est, quod illi vel proferre metuebant.

	664	Aug. ep. 118.5.33; similarly, Aug. vera relig. 4.7; cf. Aug. civ. 8.5 (CCSL 47:221): “If, therefore, Plato has said that the philosopher is an imitator, knower and lover of this God, and is blessed by participation in him, what need is there to browse the others? No one has come closer to us than the Platonists” (si ergo Plato Dei huius imitatorem cognitorem amatorem dixit esse sapientem, cuius participatione sit beatus, quid opus est excutere ceteros? nulli nobis quam isti propius accesserunt).

	665	Fuhrer (1997); Stock (1996), 65–74. See Aug. ord. 1.11.32.

	666	Aug. civ. 8.11; Aug. doctr. christ. 2.40.60.

	667	Aug. ep. 120.1.6; Aug. vera relig. 4.8; Aug. c.Julian. 4.72 (PL 44:774); Aug. civ. 8.1 (CCSL 47:216): (neque enim continuo verae sapientiae sunt amatores, quicumque appellantur philosophi): profecto ex omnibus, quorum sententias litteris nosse potuimus, eligendi sunt cum quibus non indigne quaestio ista tractetur. Cf. Krämer (2007), 85–92, 178–92, 213; O’Donnell (2005), 74–6; Brown (1967), 101–14; Conybeare (2006), 107.

	668	Aug. ep. 118.4.23: Academicians, Cicero, 24: Anaxagoras, 27–9: Atomists.

	669	Aug. ep. 118.4.28: Epicurus vero neque aliquid in principiis rerum ponit praeter atomos, id est corpuscula quaedam tam minuta, ut iam dividi nequeant neque sentiri aut visu aut tactu possint, quorum corpusculorum concursu fortuito et mundos innumerabiles et animantia et ipsas animas fieri dicit et deos.

	670	Aug. ep. 118.5.32: cum igitur tanta sit caecitas mentium per ingluviem peccatorum amoremque carnis, ut etiam ista sententiarum portenta otia doctorum conterere disputando potuerint.

	671	Aug. util. cred. 4.10: tria genera sunt erroris, quibus homines errant, cum aliquid legunt.

	672	Aug. util. cred. 4.10: si quis, quia Lucretius animam ex atomis esse scribit eamque post mortem in easdem atomos solui atque interire, id verum ac sibi credendum arbitretur. nam et hic non minus miser est, si de re tanta id quod falsum est pro certo sibi persuasit, quamquam id Lucretius, cuius libris deceptus est, opinatus sit.

	673	Aug. civ. 6.3. See Hagendahl (1967), 601–17.

	674	Aug. civ. 6.5 (CCSL 47:171): de quo multos libros philosophi reliquerunt … removit tamen hoc genus a foro, id est a populis; scholis vero et parietibus clausit.

	675	Aug. civ. 18.24.

	676	Aug. civ. 18.25 (CCSL 48:616): quo captivus Dei populus in Babylonia tenebatur.

	677	Aug. civ. 18.27–37.

	678	Aug. civ. 18.38 (CCSL 48:633, 634): sed ea castitas canonis non recepit … in quibus etiam contra fidem librorum canonicorum quaedam leguntur.

	679	Aug. civ. 18.41 (CCSL 48:636): daemonicola civitate.

	680	Aug. civ. 18.41 (CCSL 48:636): denique auctores nostri, in quibus non frustra sacrarum litterarum figitur et terminatur canon, absit ut inter se aliqua ratione dissentiant. unde non inmerito, cum illa scriberent, eis Deum vel per eos locutum, non pauci in scholis atque gymnasiis litigiosis disputationibus garruli, sed in agris atque urbibus cum doctis atque indoctis tot tantique populi crediderunt. ipsi sane pauci esse debuerunt … neque enim in multitudine philosophorum, qui labore etiam litterario monumenta suorum dogmatum reliquerunt, facile quis invenerit, inter quos cuncta quae sensere conveniant.
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	766	Voicu (1997), 515: Senatsbeschlüsse sind von den Aposteln umgestürzt, Philosophen u. Redner beschämt u. der Areopag vernichtet worden referring to the unpublished manuscript Cod. Vat. Gr. 455 fol. 119v.
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