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Foreword

As Peter Brown notes in the following pages, a
sharp distinction between the religious experi­
ences of the elite and the vulgar was a com­
monplace long before David Hume crystallized it
in his Natural History of Religion. Such a "two­
tiered model" has, in fact, survived to the pres­
ent day. All too often the significant religious
experience of a people is limited to that of its
intellectual leadership, while much of the every­
day religious activity of the people is relegated to
the realm of popular superstition.

But the two-tiered model sounds far less per­
suasive to us than it did to Hume and his con­
temporaries. Increasingly scholars are turning
their attention to the religious lives of women,
the poor, and other grol1ps often omitted by past
scholarship. Although some of them bear the
tell-tale marks of apologetic writing, many of
these works have contributed significantly to our
understanding of the wide range of human reli­
gious experience. They have helped make com­
prehensible what was often unknown or, where
known, misunderstood. And the best of them
have helped us to understand not only the reli-

ix gious phenomena then1selves but the ways in



x Foreword

which they arose within and contributed to a particular eco­
nomic, political, and social situation.

I know no better example of this kind of scholar than the 1978
Haskell Lecturer at the Divinity School of the University of
Chicago. Fortunately for us, this lecturer was Peter Brown. In
addition to his breadth of knowledge, he brought to bear the
careful craftsmanship and felicitous use of the language which
we have come to expect from the author of Augustine of Hippo.
The result was an unforgettable week for many of us­
undergraduates, graduate students, and faculty members alike.
As the following pages attest, it was a remarkable achievement
for a number of reasons.

First, he told a marvelous story of the rise of the cult of the
saints. Although he did not set out to prepare an exhaustive
history of this striking development in the late-antique world,
his account in fact told much of that fascinating story-and told
it with great understanding, sympathy, and skill. A number of
graduate students remarked to me that at the beginning of the
five lectures, they had no interest in the cult of the saints at all;
by their conclusion, they had more interest in that subject than
in their own area of research! As told by Peter Brown, it was
indeed a marvelous story.

Second, throughout the lectures, he placed the cult of the
saints artfully within its social, political, economic, and even
architectural context. As he noted, this was a dynamic context
which underwent fundamental alterations between the fourth
and the sixth centuries. The dynamics of the age partly reflected
and partly prepared the way for the increasingly important role
of the cult of the saints in the late antique world.

Finally, it is his picture of this late antique world that made
Brown's lectures so exciting. If not a totally closed book, the
period of late antiquity is for many of us at least very obscure.
But his account of what might appear to be (at least to the
advocate of the two-tiered model) a superstitious fragment pro­
vided us with a perspective from which to view in some detail
the rich complexity of the whole late antique world. For that we
remain in his debt.

As a Haskell Lecturer, Peter Brown continued what has been
a very distinguished tradition. Established in 1895, the Haskell
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Lectureship on Comparative Religions has brought many
leading scholars on the history of religions from abroad to the
campus of the University of Chicago. The name of Peter Brown
adds new honor to this lectureship. It is also an honor for the
Committee on Haskell Lectures to make this volume available to
a wider public.

Joseph M. Kitagawa





Preface

The six chapters of this book are a slightly ex­
panded version of the Haskell Lectures, which I
had the honor to deliver in the School of Divinity
at the University of Cllicago in April 1978. As is
only to be expected in that place, I ended up, yet
again, by learning in the company of so many
friends and colleagues how much I had still to
learn, by sharing with them the quiet confidence
of those who teach so as to learn. For that rare
experience, my thanks go first and foremost to
Dean Joseph Kitagawa, for his warmth and un­
tiring, discreet solicitude, and to all his col­
leagues in the School of Divinity. Yet these lec­
tures would not have been presented at Chicago
as they were if, in --the previous year, I had not
benefited from the candor and energy- with
which their main themes were discussed and
corrected in two seminars, the first organized by
Professor Elizabeth Kennan at the Catholic Uni­
versity of America, a~ part of the Mellon Program
on Early Christian Humanism, and the second
by Professor Will Oxtoby, in the Program for
Comparative Religion at the University of To­
ronto. It was the generous enthusiasm of those
seminars that made me think that such a topic was

xiii worth presenting as a series of formal lectures.
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It is with some trepidation, however, that I now realize that I
have attempted to tell in my own words, in the short compass of
six lectures, a story on which great scholars of the early church
and of its cultural and religious surroundings have lavished
their attention for well over a century. I would not wish my
treatment to be mistaken for what it is not.

It is not a complete treatment of the rise of the cult of saints in
late antiquity. Being an essay in interpretation, it does not at­
tempt to replicate the encyclopedic erudition on which it has
drawn with admiration and gratitude. I have referred only to
those works which have influenced, challenged and inspired
me, in the hope that they may have a similar effect on others,
and so that others may share with me the information on which
I hav~ drawn to form my own conclusions.

As I wrote, I found that the scope of my inquiry had in­
sensibly narrowed. Within the wide world of late-antique
Christianity, the Latin-speaking countries of the Mediterranean
and their northern extension in Gaul imposed themselves on
me as a distinctive region, forming a cultural and religious con­
tinuum of its own, and ideally suited, by reason of the abun­
dance, accessibility and coherence of its evidence, for such a
study.

Furthermore, I trust that I have made plain throughout this
book, and especially at the end of the second chapter, that a
reinterpretation of the rise and function of the cult of saints calls
for a decision by scholars concerning what evidence and what
areas of late-antique society and culture they should con­
centrate upon as likely to be most revealing of the religious
situation of the time. My own decision forced itself in upon me.
From Paulinus of Nola and Ambrose, in the late fourth century,
to Gregory of Tours and Venantius Fortunatus, in the late sixth,
I found myself to my delight in the company of highly articu­
late, indeed, of magnificently visible friends of the "invisible
friends." The motives of such men, their expectations, the so­
cial and cultural world that colored their language and gave
such an inimitable flavor to these men's warm capacity for love
and loyalty to the invisible dead, are better known to us than is
any other aspect of this subject. I confess that I have plucked
down their evidence with both hands.
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In so doing, I have left many books on the cult of saints in late
antiquity yet to be written: there will be books that cover the
Christianity of Byzantium and the Near East; books that will do
more justice than I have done to the humble and inarticulate
who gathered habitually around the shrines-the poor, the
sick, the women, the pilgrims; above all, I trust, books that will
redress the balance of this book, by looking beyond the daz­
zling creations by which a distinctive and influential clerical elite
strove, in architecture, poetry, historical narrative, and cere­
monial, to do justice to their own interpretation of the meaning
and benefits of the worship of the sairlts, to other groups within
the Christian community for whom the same cult fulfilled dif­
ferent needs and among whom the love of the saints erupted, at
times, in very different but no less meaningful forms of expres­
sion; and even books on how the cult of the saints, viewed by
different groups in different regions (and even by the Christian
community in different moods) could mean very little. It is suf­
ficient that this book should open a way to some of these ap­
proaches, and essential that it shou.ld not be held to have
excluded anyone of them.

For I cannot resist the impression that, for all the patient
erudition that has piled up behind him, the student of the cult
of saints now finds himself in the most pleasurable of all
positions-back at the beginning, with a once-familiar territory
calling, yet again, for exploration. In the words of an old master
of medieval history: /I Above all, by slow degrees the thoughts
of our forefathers, their common thoughts about common
things, will have become thinkable once more. There are dis­
coveries to be made; but also there are habits to be formed." 1





Chapter One

The Holy and the Grave

This book is about the joining of Heaven and
Earth, and the role, in this joining, of dead
human beings. It will deal with the emergence,
orchestration, and function in late antiquity of
what is generally known as the Christian "cult of
saints. II This involves cOllsidering the role in the
religious life and organization of the Christian
church in the western N[editerranean, between
the third and sixth cellturies A.D., of whole
tombs, of relic fragments and of objects closely
connected with the dead bodies of holy men and
women, confessors and rnartyrs.

The cult of saints, as it emerged in late antiq­
uity, became part and parcel of the succeeding
millennium of Christian llistory to such an extent
that we tend to take its elaboration for granted.
Its origin has received a certain amount of atten­
tion and, given the tantalizing state of the evi­
dence, both literary and archaeological, it is
likely to continue to do so. But the full im­
plications of what it meant to contemporaries to
join Heaven and Earth at the grave of a dead
human being has not been explored as fully as
it deserves. For to do that was to break barriers

1 that had existed in the back of the minds of
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Mediterranean men for a thousand years, and to join categories
and places that had been usually meticulously contrasted.

One thing can be said with certainty about the religion of the
late-antique Mediterranean: while it may not have become
markedly more "otherworldly," it was most emphatically "up­
perworldly." 1 Its starting point was belief in a fault that ran
across the face of the universe. Above the moon, the divine
quality of the universe was shown in the untarnished stability
of the stars. The earth lay beneath the moon, in sentina
mundi-so many dregs at the bottom of a clear glass. 2 Death
could mean the crossing of that fault. At death, the soul would
separate from a body compounded of earthly dregs, and would
gain, or regain, a place intimately congruent with its true nature
in the palpable, clear light that hung so tantalizingly close
above the earth in the heavy clusters of the Milky Way.3
Whether this was forever, or, as Jews and Christians hoped,
only for the long hiatus before the resurrection of the dead, the
dead body joined in the instability and opacity of the world
beneath the moon, while the soul enjoyed the unmovable clar­
ity of the remainder of the universe. 4

Writing in the second century A.D., Plutarch had made the
matter plain. Popular belief in the bodily apotheosis of
Romulus-the disappearance of his corpse into Heaven-struck
him as a sad example of the workings of the "primitive mind."
For the known structure of the universe was against it. The
virtuous soul could have its share in the divinity of the stars;
but this could happen only after the body had been discarded,
and the soul had regained its rightful place, passing to the sky,
as quick and dry as a lightning flash leaving the lowering, damp
cloud of the flesh. 5 In believing in the resurrection of the dead,
Jews and Christians could envisage that one day the barriers of
the universe would be broken: both Elijah and Christ had
already done what Plutarch said Romulus could not have done.
But, for the time being, the barrier between earth and the stars
remained as firmly established for the average Christian as for
any other late-antique men. Thus, when he came to write on the
subject of the resurrection, Prudentius, a Christian of the late
fourth century, could express his belief only in language which
is so faithful a reversal of the traditional world view as to
amount to a tacit recognition of its resilience:
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But should the fiery essence of the soull think on its high
origin, and cast aside the numbing stain of life: then will it
carry with it, too, the flesh in which it lodged and bear it
also back among the stars. 6

But the resurrection was unimaginably distant, and Pruden­
tius was a singularly enterprising poet. The average Christian
monumental mason, and his patrons, continued through the
fifth and sixth centuries to cover tombs \vith verse that took the
old world view for granted. 7 An early-sixth-century bishop of
Lyons, for instance, was quite content not to linger among diz­
zying paradoxes: the immemorial antithesis was enough for
him-Astra fovent animam corpus natura recepit. 8

Yet a near-contemporary of the emperor Julian the Apostate,
the rabbi Pin1)as ben Hama, could point to a paradox involved
in the graves of saints. He used to say:

If the fathers of the world (the patriarchs) had wished that
their resting place should be in the Above, they would have
been able to have it there: but it is when they died and the
rock closed on their tombs here below that they deserved to
be called "saints." 9

For the rabbi was speaking of the tombs of the patriarchs in the
Holy Land. Their occupants were "holy" because they made
available to the faithful around their tonlbs on earth a measure
of the power and mercy in which they lnight have taken their
rest in the Above. The graves of the saints-whether these were
the solemn rock tombs of the Jewish patriarchs in the Holy Land
or, in Christian circles, tombs, fragmerlts of bodies or, even,
physical objects that had made contact with these bodies-were
privileged places, where the contrasted. poles of Heaven and
Earth met. Late-antique Christian piety, as we shall see through
these chapters, concentrated obsessively on the strange flash
that could occur when the two hitherto distinct categories
joined in the back of men's minds.

By the end of the sixth century, the graves of the saints,
which lay in the cemetery areas outside the walls of most of the
cities of the former Western Empire, had become centers of the
ecclesiastical life of their region. to This vvas because the saint in
Heaven was believed to be "present" at his tomb on earth. The
soul of Saint Martin, for instance, might go "marching on"; but
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his body, at Tours, was very definitely not expected to "lie
a-mouldering in the grave." The local Jewish doctor might have
his doubts: "Martin will do you no good, whom the earth now
rests, turning him to earth.... A dead man can give no healing
to the living." 11 They are not doubts shared by the inscription
on the tomb:

Hic conditus est sanctae memoriae Martinus
episcopus
Cuius anima in manu Dei est, sed hic totus est
Praesens manifestus omni gratia virtutum.

[Here lies Martin the bishop, of holy memory,
whose soul is in the hand of God; but he is fully
here, present and made plain in miracles of
every kind.]12

The joining of Heaven and Earth was made plain even by the
manner in which contemporaries designed and described the
shrines of the saints. Filled with great candelabra, their dense
clusters of light mirrored in shimmering mosaic and caught in
the gilded roof, late Roman memoriae brought the still light of
the Milky Way to within a few feet of the grave. 13

To a Mediterranean man of traditional background, much of
this would have been peripheral, and some of it, downright
disgusting. As Artemidorus of Daldis wrote in the second cen­
tury A.D., to dream that you are a tanner is a bad dream, "for the
tanner handles dead bodies and lives outside the city." 14 The
rise of the Christian cult of saints took place in the great
cemeteries that lay outside the cities of the Roman world: and,
as for the handling of dead bodies, the Christian cult of saints
rapidly came to involve the digging up, the moving, the
dismemberment-quite apart from much avid touching and
kissing-of the bones of the dead, and, frequently, the placing
of these in areas from which the dead had once been excluded.
An element of paradox always surrounded the Christian
breaching of the established map of the universe. But the im­
pact of the cult of saints on the topography of the Roman city
was unambiguous: it gave greater prominence to areas that had
been treated as antithetical to the public life of the living city; 15
by the end of the period, the immemorial boundary between
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the city of the living and the dead came to be breached by the
entry of relics and their housing within the walls of many late­
antique towns, and the clustering of ordinary graves around
them. 16 Even when confined to their proper place, the areas of
the dead, normative public worship and the tombs of the dead
were made to coincide in a manner and with a frequency for
which the pagan and Jewish imaginatiorl had made little provi­
sion. l ?

The breaking down and the occasional inversion of ancient
barriers implied in the late-antique cult of saints seems to mark
the end of a way of seeing the relation between the human dead
and the universe, and, as an immediate consequence, a shifting
of the barriers by which Mediterranean Inen had sought to cir­
cumscribe the role of the dead, and especially of those dead to
whom one had to strong links of kinship or place. 18 Pagan par­
allels and antecedents can only take us so far in understanding
the Christian cult of saints, very largely because the pagan
found himself in a world where his familJiar map of the relations
between the human and the divine, the dead and the living,
had been subtly redrawn.

Let us take one well-known example: the relation between
the ancient cult of the heroes and the Christian cult of the mar­
tyrs. 19 To idealize the dead seemed nahlral enough to men in
Hellenistic and Roman times. Even to offer some form of wor­
ship to the deceased, whether as a family or as part of a public
cult in the case of exceptional dead persons, such as heroes or
emperors, was common, if kept within strictly defined limits.
Thus, the practice of "heroization," especially of private cult
offered by the family to the deceased as a "hero" in a specially
constructed grave house, has been invoked to explain some of
the architectural and artistic problems of the early Christian
memoria. 20 But after that, even the analogy of the cult of the hero
breaks down. For the position of the hero had been delimited
by a very ancient map of the boundaries between those beings
who had been touched by the taint of human death and those
who had not: the forms of cult for heroes and for the immortal
gods tended to be kept apart. 21 Above all, what appears to be
almost totally absent from pagan belief about the role of the
heroes is the insistence of all Christian writers that the martyrs,
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precisely because they had died as human beings, enjoyed close
intimacy with God. Their intimacy with God was the sine qua
non of their ability to intercede for and, so, to protect their
fellow mortals. The martyr was the "friend of God." He was an
intercessor in a way which the hero could never have been. 22

Thus, in Christian belief, the grave, the memory of the dead,
and the religious ceremonial that might surround this memory
were placed within a totally different structure of relations be­
tween God, the dead, and the living. To explain the Christian
cult of the martyrs as a continuation of the pagan cult of
heroes23 helps as little as to reconstruct the form and function of
a late-antique Christian basilica from the few columns and cap­
itals taken from classical buildings that are occasionally in­
corporated in its arcades. 24

Indeed, Christian late antiquity could well be presented as a
reversal of the Hippolytus of Euripides. The hard-bitten mes­
sage of that play had been that the boundaries between gods
and humans should remain firm. Whatever intimacy Hip­
polytus may have enjoyed with the goddess Artemis, when he
was alive, the touch of death opened a chasm between Artemis,
the immortal, and Hippolytus, the dying human being. She
could no longer look at him:

EllOL YUQ OU 8EllL~ cp8L'toiJ~ oQav
oub' Ollila XQaLvELv 8avaoLlloLoLV EKJtvoLaI~

[It is not right for me to look upon the dead,
And stain my eyesight with the mists of dying
men.]25

We need only compare this with the verse of the Psalms that is
frequently applied by Latin writers to the role of the martyrs,
"Oculi Domini super iustos, et aures eius ad preces eorum"
(33:16)26 to measure the distance between the two worlds.

Nothing could be more misleading than to assume that, by
the middle of the fourth century, some insensible tide of reli­
gious sentiment had washed away the barriers by which
Mediterranean pagans had sought for so long to mark off the
human dead from the living. Far from it: on this point, the rise
of Christianity in the pagan world was met by deep religious
anger. We can chart the rise to prominence of the Christian
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church most faithfully by listening to pagan reactions to the cult
of martyrs. For the progress of this cult spelled out for the pa­
gans a slow and horrid crumbling of ancient barriers which
presaged the final spreading again over the earth of that "dark­
ness spoken of in the old myths" in which all ancient landmarks
would be blotted out. 27 In attacking the cult of saints, Julian the
Apostate mentions the cult as a novelty for which there was no
warrant in the gospels; but the full \veight of his religious
abhorrence comes to bear on the relation between the living
and the corpses of the dead that was irnplied in the Christian
practice: "You keep adding many cOII)ses newly dead to the
corpse of long ago. You have filled the ""Thole world with tombs
and sepulchres." 28 He turned against the cult practiced at the
tombs of the saints all the repugnance expressed by the Old
Testament prophets for those who haunted tombs and burial
caves for sinister purposes of sorcery and divination. 29 As an
emperor, Julian could give voice to his own profound distaste
by reiterating the traditional Roman legislation that kept the
dead in their proper place. How could nlen tolerate such things
as Christian processions with relics?

. .. The carrying of the corpses of the dead through a great
assembly of people, in the midst of dense crowds, staining
the eyesight of all with ill-omened sights of the dead. What
day so touched with death could be lucky? How, after being
present at such ceremonies, could anyone approach the gods
and their temples?30

In an account of the end of paganism in Egypt, by Eunapius
of Sardis, we catch the full charnel horror of the rise of Chris­
tianity:

For they collected the bones and skulls of criminals who had
been put to death for numerous crimes ... made them out to
be gods, and thought that they became better by defiling
themselves at their graves. "MartyrslJ' the dead men were
called, and ministers of a sort, and arrLbassadors with the
gods to carry men's prayers. 31

In the course of the late fourth and fifth centuries, the growth
of the cult of martyrs caused a visible shift in the balance of
importance accorded to the areas of the living and the areas of
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the dead in most late-antique towns. Great architecture mush­
roomed in the cemeteries. To take only one example: at the
beginning of the fifth century, the north African city of Tebessa
came to be flanked by an enormous pilgrimage site, built in the
cemetery area, presumably around the grave of Saint Crispina.
The shrine was in the full-blooded, public style associated with
the Theodosian renaissance. Its pilgrim's way, 150 meters long,
passed under great triumphal arches and along arcaded court­
yards, echoing, among the tombs outside Tebessa, the por­
ticoes and streets of a classical city. 32 In the same years Paulinus
of Nola could congratulate himself on having built around the
grave of Saint Felix, in a peripheral cemetery area still called
Cimitile, lithe cemetery," a complex so impressive that the
traveler might take it for another town. 33

Indeed, when it came to shifting the balance between places
and non-places in the ancient man's map of civilization, Chris­
tianity had a genius for impinging with gusto on the late­
Roman landscape. In the course of the fourth century, the
growth of monasticism had revealed how wholeheartedly
Christians wished to patronize communities which had opted
pointedly for the antithesis of settled urban life. In the proud
words of Athanasius, writing of Saint Anthony and his monks,
the monks had "founded a city in the desert," that is, in a place
where no city should be. 34 In the late fourth and fifth centuries,
the Christian bishops brought the shift in the balance between
the town and the non-town out of the desert and right up to the
walls of the city: they now founded cities in the cemetery.35

What is even more remarkable is the outcome of this shift.
The bishops of western Europe came to orchestrate the cult of
the saints in such a way as to base their power within the old
Roman cities on these new "towns outside the town." The
bishop's residence and his main basilica still lay within the city
walls. Yet it was through a studiously articulated relationship
with great shrines that lay at some distance from the city-Saint
Peter's, on the Vatican Hill outside Rome, Saint Martin's, a little
beyond the walls of Tours-that the bishops of the former cities
of the Roman Empire rose to prominence in early medieval
Europe.
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We shall frequently have occasion to observe that the
bishops' control of these shrines should not be taken for
granted: as the Duke of Wellington said of the battle of Water­
loo, the victory was "a dam' close-run thing." But the victory,
once won, was decisive for the history of the church in western
Europe. In a characteristically rhetorical flourish, Jerome had
challenged a critic of the cult relics:

[So you think,] therefore, that the bisrLop of Rome does
wrong when, over the dead men Peter and Paul, venerable
bones to us, but to you a heap of comInon dust, he offers up
sacrifices to the Lord, and their graves are held to be altars
of Christ. 36

The subsequent success of the papacy could only prove that the
bishop of Rome had not done wrong.

To gain this advantage, further ancient barriers had to be
broken. Tomb and altar were joined. The bishop and his clergy
performed public worship in a proximity to the human dead
that would have been profoundly disturbing to pagan and
Jewish feeling. Furthermore, an ancient barrier between the
private and the public, that had been shared as deeply by a
former generation of Christians as by any other late-antique
men, came to be eroded. The tomb of the saint was declared
public property as the tomb of no other Christian was: it was
made accessible to all, and became the focus of forms of ritual
common to the whole community. Every device of architecture,
art, ceremony, and literature was mobilized to ensure that holy
graves and relics were made both more eminent and more
available than were the family graves that filled the cemeteries.
Indeed, if for all late-antique men the grave was "a fine and
private place," owned and cared for by the family, the graves
and relics of the saints stood out in ]~igh relief: they were
"non-graves."

The joining of the ecclesiastical hierarchy of western Europe
to the tombs of the dead set the medieval Catholic church apart
from its Byzantine and Near Eastern neighbors-Christian,
Jewish, and Muslim. In western Europe, the power of the
bishop tended to coalesce with the power of the shrine.
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Elsewhere, the shrine tended to go its own way.37 The great
Christian shrines and pilgrimage sites of the eastern Mediterra­
nean and the Near East-even Jerusalem-were never mobil­
ized, as they came to be in the West, to form the basis of lasting
ecclesiastical power structures. 38

In Judaism the holy graves and the rabbinate drifted apart.
The loci where Heaven and Earth had met, in the opinion of the
rabbi Pin1)as ben Hama, still lacked their impresarios. There was
no denying the existence of so many tombs of the saints nor of
their importance for the Jewish communities. But the leaders of
Jewish learning and spirituality did not choose to lean upon
tombs, as Christian bishops did, with the result that these
maintained a low profile. It is hardly surprising, given the
manner in which they were taken for granted, that we have had
to wait until 1958 for Joachim Jeremias to recover for us the full
significance of Jewish holy graves in late antiquity.39 In Islam,
the situation is more tantalizing. The holy tomb, though of
inestimable importance throughout all regions of the Islamic
world, existed always a little to one side of Muslim orthodoxy. 40

Vivid ethnographic material on the function of modem Muslim
shrines, which seems to carry us back directly in time into the
western Europe of the early middle ages, comes not from the
dry center of the Islamic tradition, but from its ever-fertile
peripheries-from the mountains of Morocco and from Sufi
lodges scattered between Indonesia and the Atlas. 41 Thus, holy
graves existed both in Judaism and in Islam. But to exist was
never enough. Public and private, traditional religious leader­
ship and the power of the holy dead never coincided to the
degree to which they did in western Europe. The state of our
evidence reflects something of the evolution that we have de­
scribed: we can trace the rise of the holy dead in western
Europe with such clarity largely because, as in a pair of binocu­
lars, the two sets of images, from the two lenses, the shrine and
the official religious leadership, slide so easily together.

Whatever their relation with the ecclesiastical hierarchy, the
Christian Mediterranean and its extensions to the east and
northwest came to be dotted with clearly indicated loci where
Heaven and Earth met. The shrine containing a grave or, more
frequently, a fragmentary relic, was very often called quite sim-
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ply, "the place": loca sanctorum, 0 't6JtO~;.42 It was a place where
the normal laws of the grave were held to be suspended. In a
relic, the chilling anonymity of hunlan remains could be
thought to be still heavy with the fullness of a beloved person.
As Gregory of Nyssa said,

Those who behold them embrace, as it were, the living body
in full flower: they bring eye, mouth, ear, all the senses into
play, and then, shedding tears of reverence and passion,
they address to the martyr their prayers of intercession as
though he were present. 43

It could be a threatening presence. Jerome wrote:

Whenever I have been angry or had some bad thought upon
my mind, or some evil fantasy has disturbed my sleep, I do
not dare to enter the shrines of the martyrs. I quake with
body and soul. 44

A sixth-century layman wrote to his spiritual father in Gaza:

When I find that I am in a place where there are relics of the
holy martyrs, I am obsessed by the need to go in and vener­
ate them. Every time I pass in front of them, I feel I should
bow my head.

The old man replied that one prostration should be enough, or,
if the urge is very strong, three. Should he go in, then the
layman continued, whenever the fear of God strikes him?

No: do not go in out of fear. Only enter at fitting times for
prayer.

But when I am just about to go in, then the fear of God really
does come on me!45

The activities of less squeamish souls reveal to us a Mediter­
ranean landscape covered, in its most settled parts, with a grid
of shrines. Around A.D. 600, a gang of burglars operating in
Upper Egypt could make a start at the Place of Apa Collouthos,
outside Antinoe, go south a few miles to Saint Victor the Gen­
eral, cross the Nile to Apa Timothy, and head downstream
again at nightfall to the Place of Apa Claudius, reaping a swag
of silver altar tablets, silk and linen hangings, even the silver
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necklaces and the crosses from around the necks of the mum­
mified saints. 46

Wherever Christianity went in the early Middle Ages, it
brought with it the "presence" of the saints. Whether this was
unimaginably far to the north, in Scotland, where local
craftsmen attempted to copy, in their "altar tombs," the shape
of the high-ridged sarcophagi of late-Roman Gaul;47 or on the
edge of the desert, where Rome, Persia, and the Arab world met
at the shrine of Saint Sergius at Resafa-a shrine in whose trea­
sury even the pagan king of kings of Persia, Khusro II Aparwez,
had placed a great silver dish recounting his gratitude to the
saint is a style which makes this ex voto the last address of a
Near Eastern monarch to a supernatural figure (of which one of
the first was carved by the Achaemenian predecessor of Khusro,
Cyrus, high on the rock face of Bisutun);48 or even further to the
east, among the Nestorian Christians of Iraq, Iran, and central
Asia,49 late-antique Christianity, as it ilnpinged on the outside
world, was shrines and relics. so

This is a fact of life which has suffered the fate of many facts
of life. Its existence is admitted with a slight note of embar­
rassment; and, even when admitted to, it is usual to treat it as
"only too natural," and not a subject to linger over for pro­
longed and circumstantial investigation. I would like to end this
chapter by suggesting why this should have been so, and to
point out the disadvantages to the religious and social historian
of late antiquity of so dismissive an approach to a form of reli­
gious life that was plainly central to the position of the Chris­
tian church in late-antique society.

For it seems to me that our curiosity has been blunted by a
particular model of the nature of religious sentiment and a con­
sequent definition of the nature of "popular religion." We have
inherited from our own learned tradition attitudes that are not
sensitive enough to help us enter into the thought processes
and the needs that led to the rise and expansion of the cult of
saints in late antiquity. That such models have entered our
cultural bloodstream is shown by one fact: long after the issue
of the rise of the cult of saints has been removed from its con­
fessional setting in post-Reformation polemics, scholars of
every and of no denomination still find themselves united in a
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common reticence and incomprehensio:n when faced with this
phenomenon. Plainly, some solid and seemingly unmovable
cultural furniture has piled up somewhere in that capacious
lumber room, the back of our mind. If w'e can identify and shift
some of it, we may find ourselves able to approach the Chris­
tian cult of saints from a different direction.

The religious history of late antiqui~V and the early middle
ages still owes more than we realize to attitudes summed up so
persuasively, in the 1750s, by David I-lume, in his essay The
Natural History of Religion. The Encyclopedia of Philosophy de­
scribes this essay, somewhat loftily, as "an entertaining exer­
cise in armchair anthropology from secondary sources."St Yet,
like weightier successors in that genre, it was precisely the
"armchair" quality of Hume's essay that accounts for the con­
tinued subliminal presence of its leading ideas in all later schol­
arship. For Hume drew on evidence that lay to hand in classical
authors, whicll all men of culture read arid would read up to our
own times. He placed this evidence together with such deftness
and good sense that the Natural History of Religion seems to
carry the irresistible weight of a clear and judicious statement of
the obvious. It was difficult to doubt the soundness of Hume's
presentatiort of the working of the religious mind in general,
and impossible to challenge, in particular, the accuracy of his
portrayal of the nature and causes of superstition in the ancient
world, drawn as it was from well-known classical authors.

Hume faced squarely the problem of the origins and variety
of religious thought. Men, he insisted, against his orthodox
contemporaries, were not natural monotheists, and never had
been. They had not lost, through sin, trLe original simplicity of
faith in the Supreme Being that had been granted to Adam and
the patriarchs. Though theism remained an ideal, it was at all
times a precarious ideal. And this was not because of human
sinfulness, but because of the intellectual limitations of the av­
erage human mind. The intellectual arLd, by implication, the
cultural and social preconditions for tlleism were difficult to
achieve. For theism, in Hume's view, depended on attaining a
coherent-and so, rational-view of the universe, such as
might, in tum, enable the enlightened IIlind to deduce from the
order of the visible world the existence of, and the forms of
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worship due to, a Supreme Being. Hence, Hume concludes, the
extreme rarity of true monotheism, and its virtual impossibility
in the distant, unrefined ages of the past.

Furthermore, the failure to think in theistic terms could be
given a precise sociallocus-"the vulgar":

The vulgar, that is, indeed, all mankind a few excepted,
being ignorant and uninstructed, never elevate their con­
templation to the heavens ... so far as to discern a supreme
mind or original providence. 52

Hume was emphatic that this failure was not due solely to the
intellectual limitations of "the vulgar." These limitations re­
flected an entire cultural and social environment, hostile to ra­
tionality. "The vulgar ... being ignorant and uninstructed"
tended to fragment those experiences of abstract order on which
any coherent view of the universe could be based. For the aver­
age man was both notoriously ill-equipped through lack of in­
struction to abstract general principles from his immediate en­
vironment: and, in any case, in all but the most privileged ages,
and among the most sheltered elites, the natural inability of the
uninstructed intellect to think in abstract terms was heightened
by fears and anxieties, which led men to personalize yet further
the working of causes beyond their control, and so to slip ever
deeper into polytheistic ways of thought. As a result, the reli­
gious history of mankind, for Hume, is not a simple history of
decline from an original monotheism; it is marked by a constant
tension between theistic and polytheistic ways of thinking:

It is remarkable that the principles of religion have had a
flux and reflux in the human mind, and that men have a
natural tendency to rise from idolatry to theism, and to sink
again from theism to idolatry. 53

This characteristically sad and measured assessment of the
limitations of average human thinking, and the manner in
which these limitations were reflected in a constant "flux and
reflux" of religious thought, provided Hume and his successors
with a model for the cultural and social preconditions for reli­
gious change. For the "flux and reflux in the human mind" had
a historical dimension. Some ages had it in them to be, at least
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marginally, less polytheistic than others: They were more se­
cure, their elites were more cultivated, possibly more effective
in controlling "the vulgar" or, at least, less permeable to their
irrational ideas. Other ages could do nothing but relapse into
idolatry of some form or other. And so the respective rise and
fall of rationality could be assessed in terms of the relative
strength, in any given society, of the "vulgar" and of the po­
tentially enlightened few, and in terms of the relative pressure
which the views of one side could exert upon those of the other.

The greatest immediate legacy of the l'!atural History of Reli­
gion, however, was not a sense of change: it was a sober respect
for the force of inertia behind the religious practices of "the
vulgar." Hume had made polytheistic ways of thinking appear
plausible, almost universal, and, seemingly, ineradicable. Gib­
bon seized at once on this aspect of the essay. It lies behind the
magisterial coherence of the twenty-eighth chapter of the De­
cline and Fall, which flows from a description of the nature and
abolition of the pagan religion of the ROlnan Empire to the rise
of the Christian cult of the saints withollt so much as an eddy
marking the transition from one form of religion to the other:
"Mr. Hume ... observes, like a philosopher, the natural flux
and reflux of polytheism and theism." S4 For Gibbon, Hume the
philosopher had made the transition from polytheism to the
cult of the saints obvious:

The imagination, which had been raised by a painful effort
to the contemplation and worship of the Universal Cause,
eagerly embraced such inferior objects of adoration as were
more proportioned to its gross conceptions and imperfect
faculties. The sublime and simple theology of the primitive
Christians was gradually corrupted; and the MONARCHY of
heaven, already clouded by metaphysical subtleties, was de­
graded by the introduction of a popular mythology which
tended to restore the reign of polytheism. ss

What is more surprising is that it was, if anything, the reli­
gious revival of the nineteenth century that hardened the out­
lines of Hume's model, and made a variant of it part of many
modern interpretations of early medieval Christianity. We need
only tum to Dean Milman's History of Latin Christianity, to see
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how this could happen. Milman presented the spread of the cult
of saints in Europe during the Dark Ages in a manner touched
with Romantic enthusiasm. Yet Hume's model was very much
part of his mental furniture. 56 For he identified the theism of
the enlightened few with the elevated message of the Christian
church; while the barbarian settlers of Europe, although their
mental processes might be described by Milman, the post­
Romantic reader of Vico, as "poetic" (and not, as Gibbon had
said more bluntly of them, as "fierce and illiterate")57 retained
to the full the qualities of Hume's "vulgar." They represented
modes of thinking that fell far below those of the enlightened
leaders of the church. Milman merely added the whole span of
the barbarian West to Gibbon's Roman canvas:

Now had commenced what may be called, neither un­
reasonably nor unwarrantably, the mythic age of Chris­
tianity. As Christianity worked downwards into the lower
classes of society, as it received the crude and ignorant bar­
barians within its pale, the general effect could not but be
that the age would drag down the religion to its level, rather
than the religion elevate the age to its own lofty standards. 58

Indeed, the renewed loyalty of sensitive and learned minds to
the religious traditions of the past, in Anglicanism and Cathol­
icism alike, heightened the lack of sympathy for the thought
processes of the average man. For those who wished to main­
tain the elevated truths of traditional Christianity had to draw
with even greater harshness the boundaries between their own
versions of "true religion" and the habitual misconception of
these by the "vulgar."

In the next place what has power to stir holy and refined
souls is potent also with the multitude; and the religion of
the multitude is ever vulgar and abnormal; it will ever be
tinctured with fanaticism and superstition, while men are
what they are. 59

Not Hume this time-but John Henry, Cardinal Newman. It is
by such stages that a particular model of the nature and origin
of the religious sentiment and, especially, of the forms that this
sentiment takes among "the vulgar" as "popular religion" has
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come to permeate those great traditiorls of Protestant and Cath­
olic scholarship on which we still depend for so much of our
erudition on the religious and ecclesiastical history of late antiq­
uity and the early middle ages.

In modem scholarship, these attitudes take the form of a
"two-tiered" model. The views of the potentially enlightened
few are thought of as being subject to continuous upward pres­
sure from habitual ways of thinking current among "the vul­
gar." Hume was far more pessimistic than were those robust
Victorian churchmen we have just described about the in­
tellectual and religious resources of the few; but he had no
doubts about who constituted "the vulgar." He was brutally
plain about what he considered to be the intellectual and cul­
turallimitations of the masses. Hume's "vulgar" have remained
with us. To take only one example: the patient work of Hippo­
lyte Delehaye in recovering the historical kernel of the Acts of
the Martyrs is marked by a pessimism similar to that of Hume.
To pass from the historical documents of the early church to
their later legendary accretions was, for that sober Bollandist, to
note the ease with which the truthful record of a "few en­
lightened minds" became swallowed up in the crowd:

En effet, l'intelligence de la multitude se manifeste partout
comme extremement bornee et ce serait une erreur de croire
qu'elle subisse, en general, l'influence de l'elite .... Le
meilleur point de comparaison pour en demontrer Ie niveau
est l'intelligence de I'enfant. 60

When applied to the nature of religious change in late antiq­
uity, the "two-tiered" model encourages the historian to as­
sume that a change in the piety of late-antique men, of the kind
associated with the rise of the cult of saints, must have been the
result of the capitulation by the enlightened elites of the Chris­
tian church to modes of thought previously current only among
the "vulgar." The result has been a tendency to explain much of
the cultural and religious history of late antiquity in terms of
drastic "landslips" in the relation between the elites and the
masses. Dramatic moments of "democratization of culture" or
of capitulation to popular needs are held to have brought about
a series of "mutations" of late-antique and early medieval
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Christianity.61 The elites of the Roman world are supposed to
have been eroded by the crisis of the third century, thus open­
ing the way to a flood of superstitious fears and practices in­
troduced by the new governing classes of the Christian Em­
pire;62 "mass conversions" to Christianity, which are assumed
to have taken place as a result of the conversion of Constantine
and the establishment of Christianity as the state religion, are
said to have forced the hands of the leaders of the church into
accepting a wide variety of pagan practices, especially in rela­
tion to the cult of the saints; a further capitulation of the elites of
the Byzantine world to "the naive animistic ideas of the masses"
is supposed to have brought about the rise of the cult of icons
in the later sixth century A.D. 63

Of each of these moments of "democratization" it is now
possible to say:

Oh, let us never, never doubt,
What nobody is sure about.

Applied in this manner, the "two-tiered" model appears to
have invented more dramatic turning points in the history of
the early church than it has ever explained.

Let us see what can be gained by abandoning this model. I
suggest that the greatest immediate advantage would be to
make what has been called "popular religion" in late antiquity
and the early middle ages more available to historical inter­
pretation, by treating it as more dynamic. For the basic weak­
ness of the "two-tiered" model is that it is rarely, if ever, con­
cerned to explain religious change other than among the elite.
The religion of "the vulgar" is assumed to be uniform. It is
timeless and faceless. It can cause changes by imposing its
modes of thought on the elite; but in itself it does not change.

Now it is hardly necessary to labor the point that even in
relatively simple societies, shared beliefs can be experienced
and put to use in widely differing ways among differing sec­
tions of a society, and that it is quite possible for one section to
regard the religious behavior of the others as defective or
threatening. 64 Christianity, in particular, found itself commit­
ted to complex beliefs, whose full understanding and accurate
formulation had always assumed a level of culture which the
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majority of the members of the Christian congregations were
known not to share with their leaders. 65 Yet it is remarkable
that men who were acutely aware of elaborating dogmas, such as
the nature of the Trinity, whose contents were difficult of access
to the "unlettered," felt themselves so little isolated for so much
of the time from these same "unlettered" when it came to the
shared religious practices of their cornmunity and to the as­
sumptions about the relation of man to supernatural beings
which these practices condensed. 66 In the area of life covered by
religious practice-an area immeasurably wider and more in­
timately felt by ancient men than by their modem coun­
terparts67-differences of class and education play no sig­
nificant role. As Arnaldo Momigliano has put it, with charac­
teristic wisdom and firmness,

Thus my inquest into popular beliefs in the Late Roman
historians ends in reporting that there were no such beliefs.
In the fourth and fifth centuries there were of course plenty
of beliefs which we historians of the twentieth century
would gladly call popular, but the historians of the fourth
and fifth centuries never treated any belief as characteristic
of the masses and consequently discredited among the elite.
Lectures on popular beliefs and Late Roman historians
should be severely discouraged. 68

The model of "popular religion" that is usually presented by
scholars of late antiquity has the disadvantage that it assumes
that "popular religion" can be understood only from the view­
point of the elite. "Popular religion" is presented as in some
ways a diminution, a misconception or a contamination of "un­
popular religion." 69 Whether it is presented, bluntly, as
"popular superstition" or categorized as "lower forms of be­
lief," 70 it is assumed that "popular religion" exhibits modes of
thinking and worshiping that are best intelligible in terms of a
failure to be something else. For failure to accept the guidance
of the elite is invariably presented as having nothing to do with
any particular appropriateness or meaningful quality in
"popular" belief: it is always ascribed to the abiding limitations
of "the vulgar." Popular belief, therefore, can only show itself
as a monotonous continuity. It represents an untransformed,
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unelevated residue of beliefs current among "the ignorant and
uninstructed," that is, "all mankind, a few excepted."

Gibbon saw this implication, and exploited it with con­
summate literary skill, so as to introduce the still-explosive
controversial issue as to whether or not the Catholic cult of
saints has been a direct copy of pagan practice:

The same uniform original spirit of superstition might
suggest, in the most distant ages, the same methods of de­
ceiving the credulity and affecting the senses of mankind. 71

Up to the present, it is still normal to assume that the average
homo religiosus of the Mediterranean, and more especially, the
average woman, is, like Winnie the Pooh, "a bear of very little
brain." 72 His or her religious ideas are assumed to be un­
sophisticated and tenacious of age-old practices and mis­
conceptions. 73 We have at least added a few softening touches
to the outright contempt of the Enlightenment for "the vulgar."
We have developed a rOlnantic nostalgia for what we fondly
wish to regard as the immemorial habits of the Mediterranean
countryman, by which every "popular" religious practice is
viewed as an avatar of classical paganism. 74 We have become
concerned to trace in paganism and Christianity alike a com­
mon response to the human condition. 75 These modem con­
cerns have added genuine human warmth, precision, and vast
erudition to the study of the pagan background of "popular"
Christianity in the late-antique world. The concept of Antike
und Christen tum associated with the work of Franz D6lger has
come to stay.76 Nowhere has this erudition been mobilized
more abundantly than in studies of the rise and articulation of
the Christian cult of saints. 77 Yet it is still assumed that, how­
ever novel the views of the leaders of the church might be, the
study of "popular religion" in late antiquity must be the study
of continuity and not of change: for it is assumed to be a study
of the unmoving subsoil from which Christianity sprang. As
long as this is so, we have not moved far from the labor-saving
formulas to which Gibbon once turned, with such studied de­
tachment, to imply that there was, after all, nothing very sur­
prising in the rise of the cult of saints.
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It seems time to ask whether the late-antique historian can
remain satisfied for much longer with so static and potentially
undifferentiated a model. For it has left him in a quandary. He
knows that the political, social, and economic trends of late
antiquity led to profound and irreversible changes in the re­
lations between men and men in their daily secular life. In
western Europe, an empire fell, and throughout the Mediterra­
nean enduring new structures of social relations replaced those
current in the classical period. These cllanges manifested them­
selves differently in different regions; but they worked slowly
and deeply into the lives of Mediterranean men of all classes
and levels of culture, and not merely the elites. Yet the religious
historian of late antiquity offers for the majority of the popula­
tion of the late-antique world a vista of seemingly unbroken
continuity: "plus ~a change, plus c'est la meme chose" still ap­
pears to be the guiding principle of a long and distinguished
tradition of studies on late-antique "popular religion."

Yet we have seen in the beginning of this chapter that the rise
of the cult of saints was sensed by contemporaries, in no un­
certain manner, to have broken most of the imaginative bound­
aries which ancient men had placed between heaven and earth,
the divine and the human, the living and the dead, the town
and its antithesis. I wonder whether it is any longer possible to
treat the explicit breaking of barriers associated with the rise
and the public articulation of the cult of saints as no more than
foam on the surface of the lazy ocean of "popular belief." For
the cult of saints involved imaginative changes that seem, at
least, congruent to changing patterns of human relations in
late-Roman society at large. It designated dead human beings
as the recipients of unalloyed revereIlce, and it linked these
dead and invisible figures in no uncertain manner to precise
visible places and, in many areas, to precise living representa­
tives. Such congruence hints at no small change. But in order to
understand such a change, in all its ralnifications, we must set
aside the "two-tiered" model. Rather than present the rise of
the cult of saints in terms of a dialogue between two parties, the
few and the many, let us attempt to see it as part of a greater
whole--the lurching forward of an il'lcreasing proportion of



22 Chapter One

late-antique society toward radically new forms of reverence,
shown to new objects in new places, orchestrated by new lead­
ers, and deriving its momentum from the need to play out the
common preoccupation of all, the few and the "vulgar" alike,
with new forms of the exercise of power, new bonds of human
dependence, new, intimate, hopes for protection and justice in
a changing world.



Chapter Two

IIA Fine and Pri~vate Place"

We all set out the furnishings suited to a worthy
grave,

And on the altar that marks the tomb of our mother,
5ecundula,

It pleased us to place a stone tabletop,
Where we could sit around, bringing to memory her

many good deeds,
As the food and the drinking cups were set out, and

cushions piled around,
So that the bitter wound that gnawed our hearts

might be healed.
And in this way we passed the evening hours in

pleasant talk,
And in the praise of our good mother.
The old lady sleeps: she \vho fed us all
Lies silent now, and sober as ever.

At Saint Peter the Apostle, before the main entrance,
at the second column in the porch, as you enter from
the left, on the men's side, Lucillus and his wife,
Januaria, a gentlewoman.

As you enter under the vaults, pass through an exit
door and go into a cemetery in the form of a hall, and,
on the right side as you co~me through the door, along­
side the wall, you will find the grave. I have wished
to make that perfectly plain because, seeing her tomb,
we should remember all the good she has done us, and
that this is the pice where her bones lie in the sweet
perfume of sanctity. And ][ especially entreat each de­
scendant that, at least on the day of her death, they go

23 where she lies, ... as is the custom of many.
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Three passages on graves: the first, a pagan inscription from
Mauretania of the late third century A.D.;1 the second, Chris­
tian, from Saint Peter's at Rome, in the fifth century A.D.;2 the
third, from Florence of the early fifteenth century A.D.-an
extract from the Ricordi, the family memoirs, of Giovanni di
Pagolo Morelli. 3

They serve as reminders of the massive stability of the
Mediterranean care of the dead. Burial customs are among the
most notoriously stable aspects of most cultures. They are also
an element in the religious life of a society that is splendidly
indifferent to the labels usually placed upon forms of religious
behavior by the tradition of religious history to which I re­
ferred in my last chapter. They cannot be neatly categorized as
"pagan" or "Christian," "popular" or "superstitious." This is
because, whatever their origins may appear to have been to a
modern scholar, the customs surrounding the care of the dead
were experienced by those who practiced them to be no more
than part and parcel of being human. As a sixth-century
Egyptian lady declared, such arrangements were duties which
she had to discharge as a human being: 'ta. av8QwJtoJtQEJtf] flO'U
VOflLflU. 4

What is as constant as the practices themselves is the over­
whelming role of the family in the care of the dead. Yet here
an element of conflict can arise. For the kin can express con­
cern for the dead to a degree, or in a manner, that might con­
flict with the needs of the community as a whole. Excessive
celebration of funerary rites, undue expressions of loyalty to
the memory or to the tombs of the dead, could become a lever
by which one group might hope to assert themselves, in the
name of the departed, among their living fellows. The grave,
precisely because it was "a fine and private place," could be a
point of tension between the family and the community.
Hence a fluctuation, at all periods of the history of the
Mediterranean, in the treatment of the memory of the dead as
this might be expressed in any tangible forms that reached be­
yond the immediate circle of bereaved kin and friends-in fu­
neral rites, in burial customs, and in the form taken by
periodic celebrations. The fluctuation betrays the determina­
tion of some societies to cut down to size the memory of those
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who, in being dead, had ceased to be active participants in
social and political life, and the willingness of other societies
to allow some of the dead, at least, to retain a high profile
among the living, and, usually, to allow this high profile to be
maintained, in the first instance, by the family of the de­
ceased.

Hence, while Athenian democracy showed itself at its most
unrelenting in the strict control of displays of family feeling at
funerals, the Roman patriciate positively encouraged such fu­
nerals as demonstrations of family pride and continuity. 5

Later, in the Islamic world, the tension between family and
community is betrayed in the wide variety of Muslim burial
practices. The bleak self-effacement of orthodox burial, where
the funeral is performed rapidly, in dry, unirrigated land, and
the dead lie under a "stone of witness," ideally without so
much as an epitaph, is the last, most trenchant recognition by
the Muslim and his bereaved kin that they are members of a
community in which all believers are equal under God, and
among whom all social differences will be brought to nothing
before the day of resurrection. Yet, by contrast, the Old Adam
of social differentiation within the community of believers
vigorously survives the grave in the walled garden houses of
the mausolea of Cairo's "City of the C1ead," where the families
of a great Muslim town have long defied strict orthodox opin­
ion by creating, among the tombs, faithful replicas of social
distinctions among the living. 6 In a very different environ­
ment, again, no more impressive testimony to the origins of
American democracy can be found ttLan the contrast between
the flamboyant tombs of the gentry in English churches and
the blunt, reticent stubs of stone that fill the eighteenth­
century cemetery in Cambridge, Massachusetts. 7

In all these cases, we have moved from overt religious issues,
such as the content of belief in the afterlife and the possible
relation of the living to the dead, as these may be expressed
in burial and memorial customs, to the less easily articu­
lated issue of the relationship between the family and the
community. For, in times of change, the grave and what the
living consider they can do around the grave can emerge as an
apposite arena in which conflicting views on this relationship
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may be fought out. 8 In Christian, as later in Muslim circles,
tensions on this issue are articulated in terms of a conflict be­
tween correct teaching on the fate of the dead, on the one
hand, and, on the other, beliefs and practices which are
thought to represent misconceptions of "true" teaching, and
are frequently branded as "superstitious" contaminations,
from pre-Christian or pre-Muslim sources, of "true" practice.
Yet, I would suggest that the genesis and resolution of such
moments of conflict is better understood if the less explicit
area of tension-the tension between the family and the
community-is borne in mind.

This seems particularly true in the case of the Christian
church in the Latin-speaking world of the late fourth and early
fifth centuries. For one generation, a lively debate on "super­
stition" within the Christian church flickered around the
cemeteries of the Mediterranean. In the 380s, Ambrose at
Milan,9 and, in the 390s, Augustine in Hippo, attempted to
restrict among their Christian congregations certain funerary
customs, most notably the habit of feasting at the graves of the
dead, either at the family tombs or in the memoriae of the
martyrs. In Augustine's explicit opinion, these practices were
a contaminating legacy of pagan beliefs:

When peace came to the church, a mass of pagans who
wished to come to Christianity were held back because their
feast days with their idols used to be spent in an abundance
of eating and drinking. 10

These pagans had now entered the church, and had brought
their evil habits with them. 11

A decade later, Jerome found himself forced to write, from the
Holy Land, a defense of the Christian cult of relics against Vig­
ilantius, a priest from Calagurris, in the upper Ebro valley.
Behind the studied outrage of "this unpleasant fly-sheet" 12 we
can glimpse circles in southern Gaul and northern Spain who
had been genuinely disturbed by the forms taken by the cult of
relics and of the martyrs: "We see the ceremonial of pagan
worship introduced into the churches under the pretext of reli­
gious observance." 13



27 1/A Fine and Private Place"

Later still, in 421, Paulinus of Nola elicited from Augustine a
careful statement of the theological pros and cons of a practice
which Paulinus had allowed: the bllrial of a Christian noble­
man, Cynegius, at "the request of his mother, Flora, in close
proximity to the grave of Saint Felix at Nola. This case of de­
positio ad sanctos was by no means uncommon at the time.
Paulinus had buried his own little son beside the saints at
Alcala. 14 Yet he evidently thought it 'worthwhile to present Au­
gustine with it as a problem; and Augustine considered the
problem to have raised sufficiently profound issues on the na­
ture of Christian burial in general alld the cult of the saints in
particular to merit a long and clear an.swer, the De cura gerenda
pro mortuis. 15

There was, therefore, a debate around the grave in these
years; and it is a debate that was explicitly handled in terms that
appear to lend weight to the "two-tiered" model of religious
history that I discussed in the last chapter. For in this case it
appears that articulate and cultivated leaders of the Christian
church attempted to take a stand against "pre-Christian" prac­
tices among their congregations; that the weight of these prac­
tices had apparently increased with fhe conversion of the pagan
masses to Christianity; and that the pressure of pagan ways of
thinking and worshiping had made itself felt, also, in the cere­
monial trappings and in the beliefs slLlrrounding the new cult of
martyrs. Seen in this way, the end of the generation saw a
Pyrrhic victory for the leaders of the church. Pre-Christian
practices were controlled among the laity at their own private
graves, and the more rambunctious of these were totally
excluded from festivals at the graves of the martyrs. Neverthe­
less, popular opinion had forced on all but a discontented few
the frank acceptance of pagan forms of ceremonial and of po­
tentially "superstitious" views on the localization of the soul at
the grave in the case of the cult of relics and of the tombs of the
saints. Thus, a clearly documented victory of the "vulgar" can
be thought to lie at the roots of the sudden prominence
achieved, in the late fourth and early fifth centuries, by the cult
of the saints. The extent of the victOly can be measured by the
astonishing last book of Augustine's City of God. In this book,
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an elevated confrontation with the opinions of Plato, Cicero,
and Porphyry on the relation of body and soul and the possibil­
ity of the resurrection of the body suddenly runs into a long
catalog of the miracles recently performed at the local shrines of
Saint Stephen at Hippo and Uzalis. 16 The change of tone has
almost invariably upset modem scholars. It appears to confirm
their worst suspicions about the extent to which the beliefs of
the "vulgar" had come to exert, within a few decades, their
upward pressure on the most refined mind in Christendom:

Such silly stories had no doubt always been believed by the
common herd [writes A. H. M. Jones in his Later Roman Em­
pire] but it is a sign of the times that a man of the intellectual
eminence of Augustine should attach importance to them. 17

It is one of the strengths of the "two-tiered" model that,
throughout ancient times, elites were formed who experienced
the religious variations in their own society in a manner not
perceptibly different from those outlined by Hume and sub­
sequent scholars: for such elites, "superstition" was primarily a
question of incorrect belief, and incorrect belief had a clear
social locus among the "vulgar"-a "vulgar" to which all
women were treated as automatically belonging, as members of
"that timorous and pious sex." 18 Thus, Jerome simply dis­
claimed responsibility for the "superstitious" overtones of the
cult of the martyrs by saying that such excesses must have been
due to "the simplicity of laymen, and certainly, of religious
women." 19 Jerome and his clerical colleagues were members of
a singularly self-conscious and "uptight" generation. They
formed the new clerical elite of the late-fourth-century Christian
church. Clergymen of ascetic background and of austerely spir­
itualist intellectual bent, Ambrose, Augustine, and Jerome re­
acted to the religious habits of the majority of their fellows in a
de haut en bas manner which appears reassuringly similar to the
manner in which a modem scholar, working in the tradition of
the "two-tiered" model, would expect them to have reacted to all
manifestations of "popular religion." 20 The explanation offered
explicitly by Augustine and implied by Jerome's somewhat off­
hand answer to the criticisms of Vigilantius, appears so satis-
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factory to the modem scholar that it vvould seem almost a denial
of the obvious to look for any other.

Yet what is not realized, in the first place, is that Augustine's
explicit reference to the increase in l,agan practices within the
Christian congregation as having been brought about by mass
conversions, was apparently made on the spur of the moment.
It was a plausible piece of clerical eulllemerism. Yet it referred to
practices which, whatever their lorlg-term origin may have
been, had been accepted as authentically Christian in all previ­
ous generations. 21 Those who practiced feasting at the graves
need not have been semipagan converts. They are as likely to
have been respectable Christian families, whom Augustine
sought to shame into compliance with his reforms by offering
this unflattering explanation of their practices. Furthermore,
the seeming obviousness of the rerr\ark has led us to take its
central assertion for granted. We ShOl1ld not do so: the evidence
for "mass conversions" in the course of the fourth century and,
indeed, in any time in late antiquity, is far less convincing than
might be thought. 22 The archaeology of Hippo, in particular,
seems, at present, to offer no support for Augustine's picture of
the expansion of the Christian congregations. The churches
hitherto excavated do not give the irnpression that at any time
in the fourth century the Christian. congregations had been
swelled by a "landslide" of recent converts. 23 Those forms of
accommodation which would later be forced upon the Catholic
hierarchy in the New World and on European missionaries in
Africa and Asia are irrelevant to late-antique conditions:
neither "evangelization" nor "conversion" raised problems as
massive as those which came to confront Christian missions in
later times. Instead, we are dealing with surprisingly stable and
inward-looking Christian communities. Rituals associated with
the early-Christian discipline of prebaptismal catechesis and
the solemn reading of the list of the names of the catechumens
at the Sunday liturgy were practices from a more slow-moving
age that were still taken for granted, despite the supposedly
overwhelming pressure of numbers, in Mediterranean cities as
far apart as sixth-century ArIes and Antioch. 24 The "two-tiered"
model has created a landslide that nlay never have happened;
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and it has done so because only a landslide of the "vulgar" into
the Christian church could satisfy the demands of its system of
explanation when faced with the rise within the church of new
forms of, apparently, "popular" religious feeling.

It is time, therefore, to step aside from this form of explana­
tion and to set the conflicts in religious practice to which the
late-fourth-century debate on "superstition" pointed against a
wider background. We need to invoke evidence from a wider
range of Christian communities; to take into account a wider
range of Christian attitudes to the care of the dead and the cult
of the martyrs; and to follow the story beyond that single,
highly articulate generation, into the final rise to eminence
among the Christian communities of the Latin West of the
shrines of the saints. In so doing, we may touch on the deeper
roots of the cult of saints in late-Roman society, and come a little
closer to the energies that were unleashed in the remarkable
generation of Christian leaders who acted as the impresarios of
this cult.

In his fine book on Household and Lineage in Renaissance Flor­
ence, Francis Kent has referred to "the significance of the ten­
dency, ubiquitous in medieval society, to see areas of feeling and
experience through kinship colored glasses." 25 Let us pause for
a moment. to view the Christian church in late antiquity
through "kinship colored glasses." The historian of the period
seldom meets an isolated individual. Religious practice took
place with the family and for the family:

Then we came to Cana, where our Lord attended the wed­
ding feast [wrote a pilgrim] and we lay down on that self­
same feasting bench, where I, unworthy as I am, wrote all
the names of my kinfolk. 26

The progress of the Christian community, which can seem so
homogeneous at first sight, rapidly dissolves into a loose bun­
dle of family histories. For the historian Sozomen, the story of
Christianity in Ascalon and Gaza was the story of his own and
of a neighboring family:

The first churches and monasteries created in that country
were founded by members of this family and supported by
their power and beneficence toward strangers and the
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needy. Some good men belonging to this family have
flourished even in my own days; a11d in my youth I saw
some of them, but they were then very aged. 27

At the same time, we must remember that the Christian
church had risen to prominence largely because its central ritual
practices and its increasingly centralized organization and fi­
nancial administration presented the pagan world with an ideal
community that had claimed to modify, to redirect, and even to
delimit the bonds of the kin. 28 The c]lurch was an artificial kin
group. Its members were expected to project onto the new
community a fair measure of the sense of solidarity, of the
loyalties, and of the obligations that had previously been di­
rected to the physical family. Nowllere was this made more
plain than in the care of the dead. By the early third century, the
Roman community had its own cenletery; and this cemetery
was sufficiently important for the deacon in charge, Callistus, to
gain considerable influence in the Roman church. 29 Occasion­
ally, the burial of the poor and, even, of non-Christians empha­
sized the breaking of the barriers of the kin. 30 More often, the
boundaries of concern between the new kin group and those
outside it were drawn frequently and strictly: the community
would remember only its own members, while infidels, back­
sliders, and the excommunicate were excluded. 31 The careful
noting of the anniversaries of the deaths of martyrs and bishops
gave the Christian community a perpetual responsibility for
maintaining the memory of its heroes and leaders. 32

Thus, the bishops of the fourth cerltury inherited a situation
fraught with potential conflict. They had emerged as the single
leaders of communities placed in sprawling cities. 33 The liturgi­
cal practices of their church and the special position within
these of a privileged category of the dead condensed strong
centripetal drives within the Christian community. Yet, these
had been largely ritual solutions: CJ:llristianity did flot attempt
to touch the average grave. For the overwhelming majority of
the Christian congregation, the family grave had remained U a
fine and private place"; and the Christian clergy, whatever they
may have wished, remained dependent for support on the laity
who owned such graves. Thus, the strong sense of community,
preserved by Christian ritual, was only so much icing on the
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top of a rich and increasingly crumbly cake of well-to-do Chris­
tian families. 34 What became plain throughout the century was
that the family grave, and a fortiori the martyr's grave, could
become a zone of conflict between the centripetal elements,
which had found convincing ritual expression for the ideal of
the community of the believers, and strong centrifugal pulls.
Family piety could lead to a "privatization" of religious prac­
tice, whether through ostentatious forms of celebration at the
family grave, or by the extension to the graves of the martyrs of
practices associated with strong private family loyalties.

In many ways, it was the tension between private and com­
munal which led to the flaring up of the debate on "supersti­
tion" which I have described for the late fourth and early fifth
centuries. Augustine deals with it explicitly; first with his con­
gregation at Hippo and later when faced with the practice of
depositio ad sanctos. Even the manner in which Vigilantius at­
tacked the cult of relics shows that he was facing a similar ten­
sion. He was spokesman for the views of men who were con­
cerned at the way in which ostentatious and particularized
loyalties to the holy dead disrupted the ideal community of the
believers. 35 The practices localized the saints at tombs that
could not be accessible to all, creating thereby a privileged reli­
gious topography of the Roman world from which peripheral
Christian communities would feel excluded. 36 Neglect of the
local church in favor of Jerusalem and the holy places,37 and the
danger that the new feast days of the martyrs might devalue the
common high day of Easter38 were real, and understandable,
objects of concern among the local clergy of southern Gaul and
Spain. 39

Such tensions come from a very different direction from that
posited by the "two-tiered" model. As we have seen, the evi­
dence of the pressure from "mass conversions" has been exag­
gerated. Nor is there any evidence that the locus of superstitious
practice lay among the "vulgar." Indeed, it is the other way
round: what is clearly documented is the tension caused by the
way in which the demands of a new elite of well-to-do Chris­
tian laywomen and laymen were met by the determination of an
equally new elite of bishops, who often came from the same
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class, that they and they alone should be the patroni of the
publicly established Christian commullities. Instead of a di­
alogue on "superstition" conducted between the disapproving
"few" and the "common herd," we must begin with a conflict
more plausible to late-Roman men-a conflict between rival
systems of patronage.

Such considerations may help to put the rise of the cult of
martyrs into a wider perspective. Its stages may become more
clear as a result. For it is far from certain that what we have been
calling, for the sake of convenience, fhe "rise of the cult of
saints" in the late fourth century was anlY more than the vigor­
ous appropriation of this cult by the bishops and the ruling
classes of the Roman Empire. The cult itself has far deeper roots.
Intense feelings for holy figures and the martyred dead reach
back into late Judaism: they are part of an impressive con­
tinuum of beliefs. 40 What was far from certain, however, was
who, within the Christian community, should have the
monopoly of expressing and orchestrating such belief. At the
beginning of the fourth century, this was unclear. For the influ­
ential patron had great advantages. He or she could obtain the
body of the martyr with least resistance and could house it most
fittingly. Hence in 295, the gentlewomall Pompeiana could ap­
propriate the body of the young martyr Maximilianus: she

obtained the body from the magistrate and, after placing it
in her own chamber, later brought it to Carthage. There she
buried it at the foot of a hill near the governor's palace next
to the body of the martyr Cyprian. Thirteen days later, the
woman herself passed away and was })uried in the same
spot. But Victor, the boy's father, returned to his home in
great joy.41

Pompeiana had been able to obtain th.e body from the au­
thorities to the apparent exclusion of the kin, and could place it
in a group of special tombs surrounding that of Saint Cyprian,
among which her own grave lay. At Salona, the first known
Christian memoria was created in 304 by a well-to-do lady,
Asclepia, above the grave of a martyr, AIlastasius, in a building
that had been designed to house also her own tomb and those
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of her family.42 Thus, for the influential layman, the grave,
always "a fine and private place," could reach out to appropri­
ate the martyr, and so bring a holy grave, either directly or by
implication, out of the Christian community as a whole into the
orbit of a single family. 43

Thus, a "privatization of the holy" by well-to-do Christian
families was a very real prospect for the future development of
the Christian church at the turn of the third and fourth cen­
turies. Often the issue was made only too plain. A Spanish
noblewoman resident in Carthage, Lucilla, was in a position to
"fix" the election of her own dependent to the great see of
Carthage, in 311-12, by judicious almsgiving. 44 She had owned
a bone of a martyr, and had been in the habit of kissing it before
she took the Eucharist: the conflict between "privatized" access
to the holy and participation in forms of the holy shared by the
community at large was given stark ritual expression by
Lucilla's gesture. Lucilla, potens et factiosa femina, never forgave
the rebuke she had received from the deacon on one such occa­
sion. 45 Yet Lucilla was a sign of the times: the establishment of
Christianity under Constantine made plain that, from the em­
peror downwards, the overmighty patron had come to stay.

It is with such incidents in mind that we can best approach
the flicker of concern that played around the graves in the late
fourth and early fifth centuries. The practice of depositio ad
sanctos, for instance, threatened to make only too plain the play
of family influence around the holy graves. It was a privilege
which, as one inscription put it, "many desire and few ob­
tain."46 Once obtained, it mapped out in a peculiarly blatant
manner, in terms of proximity to the saint, the balance of social
power within the Christian community. The tension between
the community of the dead and the demands of private status
has always presented paradoxes to toy with:

Here lie I at the chapel door,
Here lie I because I'm poor.
The further in the more you pay.
Here lie I as warm as they.47

But it also raised a deeper issue: the relation between com­
munal and private care of the souls of the dead. When Au-
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gustine wrote the De cura gerenda pro n10rtuis, this was at the
forefront of his concerns. The private initiative of Flora in plac­
ing her son closer than anybody else to Saint Felix would seem
to weaken the strength of the communal concern of the church,
pia mater communis, "the loyal and comlmon mother," that all
Christians should, at the last day, enjoy the proximity of the
saints. 48 Flora might seem to have taken upon herself to obtain
a privilege for her son, which only the c]:lurch could gain by its
prayers for all Christians without discrirnination. On the issue
of depositio ad sanctos Augustine the bishop, the eloquent expo­
nent of the ideal unity of the Catholic church and, one may
suspect, the man of talent and son of a tenuis municeps whose
education and later clerical career had enabled him to step aside
a little from the aristocratic structures of the Latin West, was
lukewarm. He accepted the practice; but he paints in distinctly
pastel shades the associations of the rnemoria of Saint Felix,
which Paulinus and his aristocratic friellds had been painting
with so rich a palette for over a generation. 49

It is the same with Augustine's reaction to the practice of
feasting at the family grave. Ultimately, "privatization" struck
him as a more grave danger than "superstition." Whatever his
explanation of the origin of such feasting might be, when it
came to deciding what to do about it, Augustine was more alert
to its immediate social function. Ostentatious feasting could be
socially divisive,50 and especially in a community where the
upper class was evenly divided between Catholic and Donatist.
The centrifugal pulls of family loyalties in a notoriously fissile
congregation greatly preoccupied Augustine in those years. 51
He was, therefore, prepared to accept some form of feasting as
long as it did not become competitive, exclusive, or an occasion
for a family to flaunt the extent of its o\vn dependents.

Yet we only need turn to other regions of the Christian world
to realize that the balance between comnlunal control and fam­
ily feeling might be different and could lead to very different
attitudes. In Rome, for instance, the Ch~ristian church rose to
prominence on a slow tide of well-to-do lay patronage. With
loving detail and great historical finesse, Charles Pietri has
brought together the evidence for the late fourth and early fifth
centuries: this was lila grande epoque de l'evergetisme chretien." 52
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It was a grande epoque untroubled at any time by the mention of
"superstition." When the senator Pammachius gave a feast to
the poor on the anniversary of the death of his wife, he did it in
the basilica of Saint Peter himself. Paulinus was delighted. If all
senators gave displays of that kind, he wrote, Rome would not
need to fear the threats of the Apocalypse. 53 Such practices and
the applause they aroused take us into a very different milieu
from that of Augustine. 54 They point to the most silent and
decisive diplomatic triumph ever won by the bishops of Rome
in the late antique period. Faced by vast cemeteries that could
so easily have slipped irrevocably out of their control (and in
which some strange things happened throughout the fourth
century);55 dependent on a laity whose leading members had
been accustomed to maintaining the prestige of their families
by lavish spending, the popes nonetheless managed to har­
monize their own patronage system with that of their influen­
tial laity. Damasus, great patron of the catacombs, has every
reason to be proud of the nickname bestowed on him by his
enemies, auriscalpius matronarum: "The Ear Tickler of Noble
Ladies." 56 For without constant discreet efforts by the bishops
and their oligarchy of deacons, whose performances in the con­
versazioni of Roman noble houses were etched so bitterly by
Jerome,57 the Christian cult of saints in Rome would not have
risen with such seemingly effortless exuberance to dazzle con­
temporaries throughout the Latin West.

We should now look more closely at the types of initiative
which certain bishops took in patronizing the cult of the saints.
For plainly we are dealing with a situation different from what
we had been led to expect. We are neither faced with grudging
or politic accommodation to a growing "popular" form of re­
ligiosity nor with measures designed to absorb leaderless pagan
"masses" by a homeopathic dose of "superstition." Rather, we
are dealing with changes in the cult of saints that articulate
clearly changes in the quality of leadership within the Christian
community itself.

The case of Ambrose, as it has recently been studied by Ernst
Dassmann, makes this plain. 58 In Milan, the discovery of the
relics of Saints Gervasius and Protasius, in 385, was an exciting
event. But it was not the first time that relics had been dis­
covered or received in Milan. The Christian cemetery areas
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were already dotted with quite sizeable martyr's memoriae.
What was new was the speed and the certainty of touch with
which Ambrose appropriated the relics. He moved them after
only two days from the shrine of Saints Felix and Nabor, where
they had been unearthed, into the new basilica which he had
built for himself; and he placed them under the altar, where his
own sarcophagus was to have stood. By this move, Gervasius
and Protasius were inseparably linked to the communal liturgy,
in a church built by the bishop, in which the bishop would
frequently preside. In that way, they would be available to the
community as a whole. Ambrose had made a discovery " of use
to all"~ui prosint omnibus. S9

Ambrose's aim was the resurrectio martyrum: a few graves
studiously linked to the episcopal eucllaristic liturgy should
"begin to stand out" in a graveyard w]~ere, previously, holy
graves had existed, but had lacked that clear focus. 6o At the
same time, Ambrose restricted the random feasting which had
been common at other memoriae, as too closely resembling
pagan family anniversaries. 61 Within a few years, the acquies­
cence of a flourishing Milanese laity made itself plain in the
exquisite and highly ceremonious sarcophagi that had edged
into the bishop's new holy place. One of these contained Man­
lia Daedalia, "of famous family, of outstanding wealth, mother
of the needy," the sister of none other than Manlius Theodorus,
nobleman, courtier, man of letters, patron of Augustine and
future praetorian prefect of Italy. 62

Ambrose had not "introduced" the Cliit of the martyrs into
Milan, still less had he merely acquiesced passively to previous
practices. His initiatives had been firm and in many ways un­
usual: he had been prepared both to move bodies and to link
them decisively to the altar of a new church. Rather, he was like
an electrician who rewires an antiquated wiring system: more
power could pass through stronger, better-insulated wires to­
ward the bishop as leader of the comlnunity. Bishops took
similar initiatives elsewhere. At Tebessa, in the heart of the
new shrine built by Bishop Alexander, the "righteous ones of
old" now enjoyed IIa beautiful seat":

Where once long rest had robbed them from our gaze, they
blaze with light on a fitting pedestal, and their gathered
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crown now blooms with joy.... From all around the Chris­
tian people, young and old, flow in to see them, happy to
tread the holy threshold, singing their praises and hailing
with outstretched hands the Christian faith. 63

The miracle stories at the shrines of Saint Stephen at Hippo and
Uzalis show a similar determination on the part of Augustine
and his colleagues. Miraculous healings at the shrines, which
had previously been treated by the recipients with a certain
reticence as private events, the possession of the individual, are
now deliberately made public: 64 files are kept,65 the healed
stand up and show themselves to the congregation, at Uzalis
the hot, tired crowds are regaled with an anthology of the more
dramatic cures. 66

In this process of "rewiring" the figure of the martyr himself
changes. We shall see, in the next chapter, the intense personal
links which those who acted as impresarios of the cult
established with their invisible friends and protectors. It is a
complex and poignant story; but the outcome was plain-the
martyr took on a distinctive late-Roman face. He was the pa­
tronus, the invisible, heavenly concomitant of the patronage
exercised palpably on earth by the bishop. Hence the changes
in the manner of celebrating his feast. The feastings, the
laetitiae, which Augustine and Ambrose were concerned to
exclude from the martyr's shrine, still appear, for all the dis­
ruptive ostentation and competitiveness that might accompany
family grave practices, to have retained something of the face­
to-face familiarity of an ideal kin group. In early Christian art,
the meal of the dead is almost invariably presented as an eye­
to-eye affair. No one is shown presiding, except in one case­
and that is the aristocrat Junius Bassus, urban prefect of
Rome. 67 Nothing is more impressive than the spate of elo­
quence, from all over the empire, with which a new generation
of bishops now presented the festivals of the martyrs, no longer
as family laetitiae" but as full-dress public banquets given by the
invisible patroni to their earthly clients. The vast ceremonious­
ness of late-Roman relationships of dependence and munifi­
cence makes their language heavy with reverence. 68

Not every biship felt that he had to stop at words. Paulinus of
Nola knew that the solemn drinking at the festival of Saint Felix



39 /I A Fine and Private Place"

was likely to be one passing fleck of unalloyed joy in the grim
lives of the peasants and drovers of the Abruzzi: so, in a hall
blazing with expensive new paintings that showed God's great
acts of power in distant times,69 he allowed these exhausted
men, who had trudged there in the winter's cold, to settle down
in the warmth with their gaudia. 70 The habit continued. Greg­
ory of Tours will devote twenty lines of rhapsodic prose to the
miraculous bouquet of a wine passed around at one martyr's
vigil. 71 This is not because he and his congregation had become
more lax. It is rather that the bishop has entered with greater
certainty into his role as the visible patronus beneath the in­
visible patronus. Once the lines of patronage are clearly drawn
to that one center, the feasting can begin again:

This word have we spoken concerning the poor; God hath
established the bishop because of the feasts, that he may
refresh them at the feasts. 72

What might have caused this shift? In the first place, a differ­
ent kind of bishop, from families more accustomed to play the
role of the grand seigneur, was taking over the leadership of the
Christian communities. 73 At an age wllen Augustine was fer­
vently praying not to be thrashed by the small-town school­
teacher, Ambrose was playing at being a bishop, welcoming
even his mother by extending his hand to be kissed: here was a
man who would know how to face the world satis episcopaliter. 74

In the small world of the Latin clergy, Ambrose could set the
tone throughout northern Italy, and his personal influence
reached to places as far apart as Hippo a11d Rouen. 75 His "style"
for the discovery and incorporation of relics rapidly became a
model for the Latin West. 76

But why should so many other bisllops, of very different
backgrounds and in many different areas, wish to follow Am­
brose's example? Here we should not forget one factor: the grow­
ing wealth of the church. 77 In a society where wealth slipped
ponderously from hand to hand through inheritance more
than through any other means, a centllry of undisturbed ac­
cumulation of endowments left the bishops of the Latin church
with a wealth undreamed of in previou~s generations. 78 It was
the mass of new wealth, not the mass of new converts, that
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rested most heavily on the bishops. By 412, Augustine, as
bishop, had control of property twenty times greater than he
had ever owned for himself; 79 by 426, his community of techni­
cally propertyless clergymen was suffering from the strain of
not having enough objects on which to spend the money they
had given over to the church. 80 Exempt from many forms of
taxation,81 and not subject to the periodic financial blood­
lettings that accompanied a secular career, the leaders of the
Christian community found themselves in a difficult position.
They had all the means of social dominance, and none of the
means of showing it in acceptable form. For bitter envy always
fell on undistributed wealth in the ancient world, and the
bishops could be made to feel this as much as any secular
potentes. Yet they lacked the normal outlets by which the
layman could buy off envy by ostentatiously flirting with
bankruptcy in bouts of public giving. 82 For the traditional
categories of Christian giving could no longer absorb so much
accumulated wealth. Though remaining important as symbolic
categories, the poor, the stranger, the sick, and other un­
protected categories had reached their limits in the Latin West
as consumers of surplus wealth. The dangerous weight of rising
population pressing against limited resources, which Evelyne
Patlagean has now so brilliantly shown to lie at the root of the
misere of many provinces of the eastern Mediterranean, does
not appear to have affected Italy, North Africa, or Gaul. 83 Few
towns had problems of a scale that made priorities for the dis­
tribution of church resources an explosive issue. In Alexandria,
the bishop had to choose between shirts for the poor and the
itch to build;84 the bishops of the West, by contrast, found that
they had to invent new ways of spending money.

Building and the increase of ceremonial in connection with
new foci of worship was the only way out. And where better
than at the graves of the martyrs? The practical and social prob­
lems of building within the walls of the town would be
avoided. 8s Only a cemetery area could have taken shrines the
size of those which Alexander had placed outside Tebessa and
Paulinus outside Nola. 86 Furthermore, building and ceremonial
at such shrines would sum up more appositely than anywhere
else the paradox of episcopal wealth. For this was "non-
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wealth:" it was not private. 87 So it would be deployed at a
"non-grave," standing in the middle of a cluster of "very fine
and private places." Furthermore, such 'wealth and ceremonial
would be deployed in the invisible presence of a figure who
had taken on all the features of a late-Ron1an patronus. The saint
was the good patronus: he was the patronus whose intercessions
were successful, whose wealth was at the disposal of all, whose
potentia was exercised without violence and to whom loyalty
could be shown without constraint. The bishop could stand for
him. Lavish building, splendid ceremonial, and even feasting
at such a shrine washed clean the hard facts of accumulated
wealth and patronage, as they were novv practiced in real life,
even by bishops, a short distance away 'within the walls of the
city of the living. 88 The cult of the sairlts was a focus where
wealth could be spent without envy and patrocinium exercised
without obligation. 89 It was a solution both more clear-cut and
antiseptic than almost any outlet for the display of wealth and
power that had been previously found in the civic life of the
classical world. It is not surprising that, in the late fourth cen­
tury, the saints suddenly began to "stand out" in such high
eminence. As Bishop Alexander stated in his inscription at
Tebessa,

Here where you see walls crowned with gleaming roofs,
here where the high ceilings glitter and the holy altars stand:
this place is not the work of any noble-men, but stands
forever to the glory of the bishop, Alexander. 90

Furthermore, the Christian communities on which the
bishops came to lavish so much wealth connected with the cult
of saints had their own reasons to need precisely such a cult. For
now that the Christian congregation could begin to identify
itself with the majority of the inhabitants of each great city in
the Roman world, the Christian church ,vas placed under pres­
sure to offer its own definition of the urban community and to
provide rituals which would make this definition manifest. The
Christian definition of the urban community was notably dif­
ferent from that of the classical city. It included two un­
accustomed and potentially disruptive categories, the women
and the poor. The cult of the saints offered a way of bringing



42 Chapter Two

precisely these two categories together, under the patronage of
the bishop, in such a way as to offer a new basis for the solidar­
ity of the late-antique town.

Let us look first at the role and the positioning of the shrine
itself in relation to the existing urban community. As we have
seen, the cemetery areas in which the graves of the saints lay
were pointedly peripheral to the city of the living. 91 In wor­
shiping the saints, Jerome said, "The city has changed ad­
dress," movetur urbs sedibus suis. 92 There was much to be gained
from such a shift. Christians who trooped out, on ever more
frequent and clearly defined occasions as the fourth century
progressed,93 experienced in a mercifully untaxing form the
thrill of passing an invisible frontier: they left a world of highly
explicit structures for a "liminal" state. As Victor Turner has
pointed out, the abandonment of known structures for a situa­
tion where such structures are absent, and the consequent re­
lease of spontaneous fellow feeling, are part of the enduring
appeal of the experience of pilgrimage in settled societies. 94 The
accustomed social world looks very different from even a short
walk outside the town. William Christian has described the
effect of processions to nearby shrines of the saints in northern
Spain:

As images of social wholeness, the processions have an
added significance. The villagers for once in the year see the
village as a social unit, abstracted from the buildings and
location that make it a geographical unit. 95

Precisely such a scene moved Prudentius, when he writes of the
crowds that streamed out into the countryside to the shrine of
Saint Hippolytus. Here was the true Rome: Rome shorn for a
blessed day of its blatant social and topographical distinctions:

The love of their religion masses Latins and strangers to­
gether in one body.... The majestic city disgorges her Ro­
mans in a stream; with equal ardor patricians and the
plebeian host are jumbled together, shoulder to shoulder,
for the faith banishes distinctions of birth. 96

Being placed along the roads that led from the city into its
countryside, they could even provide a joining point not only
for the townsmen among themselves, but between the
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townsmen and the alien, despised villagers on whose foodstuffs
the city depended. 97 In the case of the shrine of Saint Felix at
Cimitile, the pilgrimage center could redress the balance be­
tween town and country in Campania. It came to act as the
meeting point of a loose confederacy of hill villages whose im­
portance had grown throughout the fourth century at the ex­
pense of Nola, the traditional urban ceJnter of the region. 98

It was on such occasions, also, that the greatest cleavage of all
in late-antique urban society was bridged: for a delightful and
perilous moment, the compartments segregating the sexes in
public broke down. If not actually mixed with the men in the
crowds, women were certainly available to the public gaze in a
manner rare in a late-antique urban context. 99 Of one holy man
it could be said, by his biographer, that he had remained chaste
all his life: and this, although he had frequently attended the
festivals of the martyrs as a young man! 100 The frequent de­
nunciations of shocked clergymen, and the history of successful
love affairs initiated at such high mornents-from the young
Augustine in the great basilicas of Carthage, right up to the
early middle ages, when young Muslim "bloods" would go out
to see the pretty Christian girls in the great Palm Sunday pro­
cessions of northern Iraq and an eleventh-century emir of Tunis
learned, as Augustine had done, in the same hot nights of seven
hundred years before, "to love, for love of you, the Christian
feasts, and savor the sweet melodies of chanted psalms"-show
that we are dealing with a heady elixir. 101 Indiscreta societas,
"unregulated sociability:" 102 though linked by Christian
moralists with pilgrimages and festivals of the saints, and in­
variably condemned, these moments of unstructured meeting
carried with them a warm breath of hope for a lost solidarity
and for the lowering of social boundaries that haunted the
urban Christian communities of the Mediterranean world. 103

Yet these exciting moments did not happen every day. The
festivals of the saints always had to conlpete with robust tradi­
tions of secular high holiday that could offer, in more tradi­
tional form, similar moments of controlled release from explicit
structures. It would be foolish to underestimate the continued
vigor and heavy charge of diffused religiosity of the non­
Christian ceremonial life of the late-arltique town. 104 Yet the
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shrines of the saints reaped the advantages that came from their
unique placing and their unique clientele.

For women in the ancient world, the cemetery areas had
always been a zone of "low gravity," where their movements
and choice of company were less subject to male scrutiny and
the control of the family. 105 The new shrines, when not
crowded on days of festival, were oases of peace and beauty,
with flowing water, rustling trees, filled with the cooing of
white doves. 106 In the shrine of Saint Stephen at Uzalis, we can
see how the vast tranquillity of a shrine could engulf and heal a
woman caught in the rigidities of her urban setting.

Megetia was a noblewoman from Carthage. She had dis­
located her jaw from violent vomiting in the fourth month of
her pregnancy, in a manner that was both debilitating and
grotesque: it was a cause of constant shame to a noblewoman
committed to a round of solemn visiting and respectful kiss­
ing. l07 By the seventh month her child had died in the womb. lOB
Megetia's solution was to break with a setting made heavy
with shame and dishonor. Her menfolk gave her and her
mother permission to travel to nearby Uzalis. l09 There she was
able to lie in sackcloth and ashes before the shrine, totally un­
ashamed despite her high status. 110 Throughout that time, her
only companions and advisors were women. 111 Even when
Saint Stephen appeared to her in a dream, he did not behave, as
Megetia unconsciously expected him to behave, lifting her jaw
to him to be examined, as by her male doctor. 112 Instead, he
merely reminded her of a sin she had not confessed. The shame
of a disfigured noblewoman, who had failed in pregnancy, was
mercifully transmuted into a private guilt, with which she
wrestled successfully.l13 The stages of her recovery are marked
by visits to the shrines----of Saint Stephen at Uzalis and Saint
Cyprian at Carthage. In a society where the bonds of the kin
tended to draw closer around the individual, offering protec­
tion and control in a less certain world,ll4 the saints, as Am­
brose pointed out, were the only in-laws that a woman was free
to choose. 115 Their shrines offered to half the inhabitants of
every late-Roman town respite and protection which they
lacked the freedom to find elsewhere. 116

The women were joined by the poor. The mood of solidarity
and ideal giftgiving associated with their ceremonies made the
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shrines of the saints the obvious place for the poor to con­
gregate. 117 But the poor could have found their support at the
doors of Christian town houses. 11B It was the peripheral posi­
tion of the cemetery areas that gave charity performed in them
an added appositeness. They provided a vantage point from
which the Christian church could intervene in a debate that
reached its climax at the tum of the fourth and fifth century:
Who was a full member of the urban community?

In a most felicitous manner, Evelyne Patlagean has shown
that one of the principal changes from a classical to a postclassi­
cal society was the replacement of a particularized political
model of society, in which the unit was the city, its composition
defined in terms of citizens and noncitizens, by a more all­
embracing economic model, in which all society was seen, in
town and country alike, as divided between the rich and the
poor, the rich having a duty to support the poor, which was
expressed in strictly religious terms as almsgiving. 119 Nowhere
was this change acted out more pointedly than in Rome.

In Rome, the old urban structures lhad retained their full
symbolic vigor: within the walls of Rome, the Roman plebs con­
tinued to receive allowances of food at traditional distribution
points, 120 and they received largesse in the course of traditional
urban celebrations, linked to traditional locations. 121 They re­
ceived such gifts because they were t]1ere, not because they
were poor: they were the plebs Romana. Yet, at just this time,
the population of Rome was kept at a high level, almost cer­
tainly through immigration from the snlall towns and farms of
an afflicted countryside, and was supported by food from that
countryside. 122 As a result, the members of the plebs Romana,
though the only full members of the Rornan community, would
rub shoulders with the beggar, the vagrant, and the immigrant
on terms equal in everything but status. At the first touch of
famine, however, every outsider, whether the broken farmers
of the hills or the honestus advena A.mmianus Marcellinus,
would be driven from the city. 123 The secular leaders of Rome
had left room in their world only for their traditional clients, the
plebs Romana. 124

In a society where membership of tJrle community was ex­
pressed most convincingly in terms of the patron-client re­
lationship, and where the giving of gifts was the traditional
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symbol of this relationship,125 the almsgiving associated with
the cult of the saints was far more than a laudable form of poor
relief. It amounted to nothing less than a claim by the new
leaders of the Christian church to redraw the immemorial
boundaries of the urban community. Hence, by the middle of
the fourth century, the shrine of Saint Peter on the Vatican Hill
had achieved a symbolic significance, as an antithesis to the
Circus Maximus and the Colosseum, quite out of proportion to
the comparatively modest sums spent there among the poor. In
365, the urban prefect was Lampadius,

a man who took it very ill if even his manner of spitting was
not praised, on the ground that he did so with greater skill
than anyone else.... When this man, in his praetorship,
gave magnificent games and made very rich distributions of
largesse, being unable to endure the blustering of the com­
mons, who often urged that many things should be given to
those who were unworthy of them, in order to show his
generosity and contempt of the mob, he summoned some
beggars from the Vatican and presented them with valuable
gifts. 126

It was the mocking tribute of old Rome to the new sense of
community developing on its fringes, around the Christian
shrines.

The Christian church not only redefined the bounds of the
community by accepting a whole new class of recipients, it also
designated a new class of givers. For women had been the other
blank on the map of the classical city. It was assumed that
giftgiving was an act of politics, not an act of mercy; and politics
was for men only. By contrast, the Christian church, from an
early time, had encouraged women to take on a public role, in
their own right, in relation to the poor: 127 they gave alms in
person, they visited the sick, they founded shrines and
poorhouses in their own name and were expected to be fully
visible as participants in the ceremonial of the shrines. 128

By the end of the fourth century, the traditional view of the
place of women in upper-class Roman society had come under
strain. The core of senatorial residents in Rome tended to
gravitate around the accumulated wealth and indefinable pres­
tige of a small group of senatorial heiresses. The Historia Au-
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gusta tells of how senatorial ladies had founded " a little Senate
house of women," to ensure that they did not lose their senato­
rial nobility when forced by circumstances to marry upwardly
mobile politicians. 129 Yet for all their jealously preserved resi­
due of private status, the senatorial won1en of Rome had been
given no public role. A law of 370 expected women to pay for
games promised by their late husbands on behalf of their sons;
but the same law continued that it was "quite out of place and
shameful" if, on such occasions, they \vere to make a public
appearance in the full insignia of a praetor. 130 To appear in the
circus box, encased in heavy silks, to receive the acclamations of
the assembled plebs Romana was a solemn moment reserved for
men only;131 yet senatorial ladies had plainly needed to be re­
minded sharply of their place.

It is, therefore, significant that after the Gothic siege and sack
of Rome, which tested to breaking point the traditional image
of the urban community,132 the womenfolk of the leading
Christian families achieved a new prominence through partici­
pation in Christian charity and church bllilding associated with
the cult of the saints. They were encouraged to do this under
their own names by their patroni and advisers, the bishop and
clergy.133 Demetrias was the granddaughter of the great Pe­
tronius Probus, the doyen of the gens Anicia. 134 In 412, she pub­
licly dedicated herself to virginity, taking the veil from the
bishop of Carthage. 135 This happened at a time when, as ref­
ugees and members of a family which was thought to have
disrupted the traditional solidarities of Rome,136 the Anician
ladies might have been forced to rescue the fortunes of the
family by a politic mesalliance. As Jerorne pointed out, in his
letter of congratulation, Demetrias, as one man's bride, would
have been known in one province only; now she would enjoy
the acclaim of the Christian orbis terrarum'. 137 Resettled in Rome,
Demetrias emerged as the builder of a shrine of Saint Stephen.
The inscription leaves us in no doubt: it praises Demetrias
Amnia virgo. 138 As devoted client of Saint Stephen, Demetrias
had found a way, in those hard years, to remain very much an
Anician lady, with her nobility intact. The cult of saints had
guaranteed her a public role in the Christianized city.

Developments such as these, which are vividly documented
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for Rome but are by no means confined to that city, lead us to
sense the weight of the pressures of the urban community as a
whole which forced the cult of saints into ever greater prom­
inence. Far from betraying an amiable recidivism in relation
to the pagan past, expenditure of wealth and ceremonial at the
graves of the saints is marked by a sense of urgency. For in this
cult the townsmen of the western Mediterranean had found a
new idiom with which to express and control the disturbingly
new situation in which they found themselves at the tum of the
fourth and fifth centuries.

I trust that the reader will pardon me for having presented a
somewhat schematic and deliberately grisaille analysis of a
complex development, rich in intimate religious feeling. But if
we are to shake the IJ'two-tiered" model from our minds, we
must be prepared to offer an alternative. If this alternative has
any merit, it is in directing our attention to different areas of the
late-Roman scene. Beliefs, for instance, must be set precisely
against their social context, for the simple reason that, without
some form of orchestration, beliefs such as those that surround
the graves of th~ saints can lie faceless for generations. What we
have seen is not the growth of new beliefs within the Christian
communities, but the restructuring of old beliefs in such a way
as to allow them to carry a far heavier IJ'charge" of public
meaning. We must also redefine IJ'popular." Let me suggest that
we take seriously its late-Roman meaning: the ability of the few
to mobilize the support of the many. We are in a world where
the great are seldom presented in art without an admiring
crowd. 139 One of the most interesting features of late antiquity
indeed, is the capacity of its elites to strike roots that worked
themselves downwards into deeper layers of the populace than
had apparently been true in the classical Roman Empire. So
much of what we call the IJ'democratization of culture" in late
antiquity is democratization from on top.140

Last of all, we can appreciate, perhaps, how an alternative
model can open up to us the minds and the hearts of a remark­
able generation. As far apart as Cappadocia and Rouen, men and
women were prepared to place at the disposal of the articulation
of the cult of saints all the resources of the upper-class culture of
the late-Roman world. For, far from describing a grudging or
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politic concession to the mindless force of habits formed among
the "common herd," we have met a group of impresarios, taking
initiatives, making choices, and, in so doing, coining a public
language that would last through western Europe deep into the
middle ages. We are now free to leave the crowds for a moment
and to attempt, in the next two chapters, to enter the minds of
the men who, in differing ways, threw up around the graves a
new structure of relations between heaven and earth.
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The Invisible COlllpanion
The philosophers and the orators have fallen into
oblivion; the masses do not even know the names of
the emperors and their generals; but everyone knows
the names of the martyrs, better than those of their
most intimate friends. 1

It is in these terms that Theodoret bishop of
Cyrrhus sought to convey the extent of the
triumph of Christianity: by the mid-fifth cen­
tury, the cult of the saints had ringed the popu­
lations of the Mediterranean with intimate in­
visible friends. "The invisible friend"-a6Qa'to~

<p(AO~;2 the "intimate friend"-yvi]oLo~cp(AO~:3

these are terms on which Theodoret and his
contemporaries dwelt lovingly in relation to the
saints. What we shall follow in this chapter is
the manner in which new invisible companions
came to crowd in around the men and women of
late antiquity and the early middle ages. In so
doing, we shall touch upon the subtle transfor­
mation of immemorial beliefs that was involved
when Mediterranean men and women, from the
late fourth century onwards, turned with in­
creasing explicitness for friendship, inspiration
and protection in this life and beyond the grave,
to invisible beings who were fellow humans
and whom they could invest with the precise
and palpable features of beloved and powerful
figures in their own society.

A tradition of scholarship for which any per­
50 sonal relationship whatsoever with an invisible
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intermediary figure, whether a god, a daimon, a guardian angel
or a saint, tends to be relegated to the suspect category of
"popular beliefs," has not been sufficiently sensitive to the
implications of such a change. As all such relationships might
seem to betray a uniform "reflux of the human mind" into
polytheism, the differences between them have not received
the attention they deserve. Yet to seek the face of a fellow
human being where an earlier generation had wished to see
the shimmering presence of a bodiless power is no small
change; and it is a change made all tIle more clear by the man­
ner in which the Christian writers who expressed their in­
timate relationships with the new i]t1visible companions still
drew on ancient ideas whose momeIltum lingered on percep­
tibly in a new setting. This enables us to follow with some
precision the slow changing of an age.

We begin with an ancient map of the relations between the
human and the divine. The men of the second and third cen­
turies had an acute sense of the multiplicity of the self and of
the chain of intermediaries that reacrLed, yet further still, from
the self to God. Plutarch had been firm on this issue. Contrary
to popular belief, he wrote, the soul is not a simple,
homogeneous substance: it is a composite, consisting of many
layers. Above the layers of whicrL the individual is im­
mediately conscious, there lies a furtller layer, the "true" soul,
that is as immeasurably superior to th.e soul as we know it, as
the soul itself is superior to the body.4 Thus, the self is a
hierarchy, and its peak lies directly beneath the divine. At that
peak, late-antique men placed an invisible protector. Whether
this protector was presented as the personal daimon, the genius,
or the guardian angel, its function ~was the same: it was an
invisible being entrusted with the care of the individual, in a
manner so intimate that it was not OJt1ly the constant compan­
ion of the individual; it was almost arl upward extension of the
individual. 5 For the individual had been entrusted to it at
birth, and continued under its protection after death. The
abiding identity of the self was in its keeping. There was
nothing strange, therefore, in late-antique etiquette, in ad­
dressing a person simply as "Your Angel."6 As Ammianus
Marcellinus wrote,
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The theologians maintain that there are associated with all
men at their birth ... certain divinities of that sort, as direc­
tors of their conduct; but they have been seen by very few,
whom their manifold merits have raised to eminence. 7

The great men of the third century had been those whose
visions made plain that they enjoyed an exceptional degree of
closeness to their invisible guardians. In 240, the young Mani
began his career as a preacher with experiences of contact with
his protector so intimate as to culminate in the fusing of his
subjective identity with that of his higher self, his heavenly
twin:

Coming to me, the spirit (the heavenly twin) chose me,
judged me fit for him, separated me by drawing me away
from the sect in which I was reared.... I made him mine, as
my very own. 8

In 310, Constantine prepared carefully for his conquests with
a vision of his Apollo: "You saw him and recognized yourself in
him ... young and gay, a bringer of salvation and of exceeding
beauty." 9

Nor was such intimate care reserved only for the great. For
Origen, benevolent presences pressed in around the average
Christian: the guardian angels could be treated as his "kinsfolk
and friends ... who make their presence felt intimately to those
who pray to them." 10 What this could mean is shown in the
autobiographical work of a pupil and admirer of Origen, the
Speech of Thanksgiving and Praise of Origen, presented by Greg­
ory Thaumaturgus in 234. Gregory had much to explain in his
life. He was a deracine. He and his relatives had moved on the
edge of the imperial administration from the back country of
Pontus on the Black Sea to Palestine, passing through the
schools of Roman Law at Beirut. He was an anxious and ambiti­
ous young man of apparently Christian background, whose
career resembles closely that of the young Augustine. When he
came across the study circle of Origen at Caesarea he felt that he
had steered, at last, into a safe harbor. In making clear to him­
self and to others the nature of his conversion Gregory fell back
naturally on the concept of the guardian angel:
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Indeed, neither I nor any of my kinsmen could see what was
best for me.... For a long time, that angelic presence has
nourished me, has formed me, and led me by the hand.
Above all, he joined me to that great man-to a man who
had no previous relationship with Ine; to a man who was no
kinsman and no neighbor; to a marl who had not come from
my province, and was unacquainted with my home. 11

Thus, whether in times of crisis, or in the day-to-day search
for protection and inspiration, the religious sensibilities of
late-antique men had long been molded by an intense dialogue
with invisible companions. At the end of the fourth century,
the Hymns of Synesius of Cyrene express in exquisitely tradi­
tional language the warmth of whicll such a relationship was
capable:

And give me a companion, a King, a partner, a sacred mes­
senger of sacred power, a messenger of prayer illumined
by the divine light, a friend, a dislJenser of noble gifts, a
guard of my soul, a guard of my life, a guard over prayers,
a guard over deeds. 12

While Synesius, the philosopher, wrote these' and similar
lines, Pontius Meropius Paulinus, a nobleman whose family
estates and those of his wife were scattered from Bordeaux to
Barcelona, brought a decade of increasing withdrawal to an end
by settling as a priest at Nola, where fie owned family property,
where he had served in 381 as governor, and where an ancestor
had been acclaimed in the city as patronus ex origine. By 394, he
had sloughed off much of his family property, and had shocked
senatorial opinion by adopting a life of ascetic continence,
thereby bringing a great family name to an end. His past be­
havior demanded explanation, both to himself and to others: an
anxious withdrawal "up country" following the assassination
of his brother and the threat of confiscation, in the wake of the
suppression of the usurpation of the emperor Maximus, around
389; the death of a newborn son; ordination as a priest forced
upon him by the congregation at Barcelona, followed brusquely
by a definitive withdrawal at Nola in 394. 13 His breach with
Gallo-Roman aristocratic society was registered in a public ex­
change of poems between himself aIld his teacher, Ausonius,
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then over sixty, the doyen of the cultivated classes of southern
Gaul and, for a happy moment, the eminence grise of a court
open to the influence of the traditional landowning families, of
which Paulinus had been so successful a member. 14 Through­
out his life, Paulinus remained something of an exhibit:
Paulinus noster Augustine would call him when he wrote on
detachment from wealth in the City of God. 15

Apart from Augustine himself, few Christian writers in the
Latin West were exposed to such constant pressure to com­
municate their destinies to a curious Christian audience. None
communicated this destiny more frequently and with greater
poetic skill in terms of a relationship with an invisible com­
panion, than did Paulinus in the poems on Saint Felix, which
he came to write after he had settled in Nola, lavishing attention
on Felix's shrine first as priest and then as bishop of Nola:

Nunc ad te, venerande parens, aeterne patrone
susceptor meus, et Christo carissime Felix,
gratificas verso referam sermone loquellas.

[Now let me tum my poet's tongue in thanks to
you, Felix, revered father, everlasting patron,
Felix my nurse, Felix, dear friend of Christ.]16

Paulinus's relationship with an invisible figure has been
justly compared with the notoriously overarticulate liaison en­
joyed by the second-century rhetor, Aelius Aristides, with his
healing god, Asclepius. 17 However, the egocentrism and
hypochondria that makes Aristides' Sacred Tales such a dis­
turbing and fascinating document are notably absent. The "vast
gentleness" 18 of Paulinus has, if anything, done him a dis­
service. We take his relationship with Saint Felix for granted, as
Aelius Aristides ensured that we would never take his dealings
with Asclepius for granted. As a result, Paulinus's activities at
Nola tend to be passed over: they have come to be regarded as
idyllic, a little fussy, and, above all, not very surprising;19 they
are treated as no more than we might expect from an eccentric
aristocrat who had found new ways to spend the boundless
wealth and leisure of the senatorial class20 at a time when we
assume that, in any case, the cult of saints was rising like a
ground mist throughout the western Mediterranean. 21 We as-
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sume that Paulinus, no theologian but a well-groomed classical
poet, had found in Feiix and his shrine a comfortable place of
retirement, a new subject for versifying and an avatar of the old
gods of the city. 22

Yet we must never forget that Paulinus was the contemporary
and the close friend of Sulpicius SevenLs, author of the classic
Life of Martin. 23 Both men have much in common: around the
tum of the century, they were struggling to express new forms
of relationship between the ordinary rnan and his holy pro­
tectors. Whether these spiritual patroni llad recently been living
and visible, as was Saint Martin, or were long dead-or, rather,
living and in visible-as was Saint Felix, both Sulpicius and
Paulinus placed human beings firmly irL the forefront of Chris­
tian Latin literature. The fact that both s'ucceeded in such a way
as to set western Christian attitudes to the saints on a steady
course from that time onwards should not lead us to under­
estimate the novelty of their enterprise and the skill with which
they redistributed many of the ancient themes of Mediterra­
nean religious thought in such a way as to give new prom­
inence to their heroes. 24 If, in Nietzche's words, "die
Originalen sind zumeist auch die Nalnengeber gewesen," 25

then Paulinus, precisely because of the seemingly unthinking
certainty with which he found apposite names for the haunting
presence in his life of Saint Felix, deserves a place alongside the
mighty Augustine, as a founder of Latir\ Christian piety.

Yet, with Paulinus, we can see an ancient landscape changing
all the more evidently through catching sight of so many of the
old landmarks viewed from a differe:nt angle. Thus, when
Paulinus writes about his relationship with Saint Felix, he
pointedly and lovingly transfers to a dead human being all the
sense of intimate involvement with an inlvisible companion that
men in previous generations had looked for in a relationship
with the nonhuman figures of gods, daimones, or angels. Pre­
cisely because Paulinus makes so clear how much of his re­
lationship with Felix follows an ancient outline, we can mea­
sure how intimate a figure the patron saint could become for the
men of late antiquity. At the same time, the fact that the re­
lationship can be expressed as one between two human beings
means that the rich blood of late-Roman bonds of friendship
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and dependence now flows into the tissue of the invisible
world. Felix has a human face. Relations with him are modeled
on expectations molded by human experience. What is more
important, perhaps, is that this human experience carried with
it so much of the precise flavor of the day-to-day life of the men
of the late fourth and early fifth centuries. Felix was not a time­
less idealized figure: he was very much a patronus and an amicus
as Paulinus and his readers recognized such beings, only too
well, in the tight-knit world of the Roman aristocracy and its
dependents.

Let us begin, however, with the ancient background, with
the manner in which Felix steps into his role as invisible com­
panion. For Paulinus deliberately pins his identity on his re­
lationship with Felix, and, in so doing, he carries over to the
human saint much of the language used previously of the
daimon, the genius, and the guardian angel. The weight of the
centuries of belief that linked the layers of the self to the divine
through a close-knit chain of nonhuman intermediaries presses
Felix deep into the life and personality of Paulinus. He is far
more than a distant intercessor before the throne of God; he is a
guardian of Paulinus's identity and, almost, at times, a per­
sonification of that identity. Paulinus's poems make plain that,
for late-antique and early medieval men, the patron saint still
has the ancient quality almost of an unconscious layer of the
self.

Thus we seldom lose sight of a chain of intimately joined
beings. The daimones themselves enjoyed gods as their pro­
tecting spirits. 26 It came to be accepted with increasing en­
thusiasm that the exceptional man, also, could enjoy the same
privileges as a daimon, by having a god or God as his direct
personal protector. 27 The average man had his daimon or genius
allotted to him by God. 28 Astrological belief gave a further pre­
cision to the moment at which the guardian and the individual
were joined at birth: for the horoscope revealed the alloy of the
genius that lodged with the person at that moment. 29

We find the same structure of closely interdependent figures
in the poems of Paulinus. Felix, having enjoyed the intimate
guardianship of Christ throughout his life,30 has come yet
closer to him after the grave. 31 The richness of this close bond in
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Heaven spills over from Felix to Paulil1.us, his charge on earth:
"Now let me speak of you ... I, whoml Christ has handed over
to you, his dear friend, to be your own from my first years on
earth." 32 Paulinus is a poet of intimacy: for him "contempt for
the world" was always associated witll the opportunity to sink
every deeper "into the companionsll1ip of Christ." 33 In an
extraordinary joining of images, he can write of a dead man
scaling the stars to lay his head on Jesus' breast. 34 But the lan­
guage he uses of Felix is not merely the language of human
friendship or human patronage: it has kept an ancient ring.
Paulinus feels the closeness of Felix with all the inevitability of a
link in the tranquil structure of the universe. For Felix is more to
Paulinus than a protector who has made his care known to him
by single acts of intercession; these acts themselves reveal a
stable, hidden bond. 35 In a way, Paulinus was born with Felix;
and by baptism and ascetic withdrawal, he has been "reborn"
with Felix. Felix's festival, the day wilen Felix, by dying, was
"born" from earth to Heaven, has become Paulinus's true
birthday:

I have always honored this day in stich a way that I would
treat it as my own birthday rather tllan that day on which I
was born.... Ill-starred the day when I came forth, from
evil stock to evil deeds; blessed the day when my protector
was born for me to Heaven. 36

This is a carefully chosen paradox, charged with ancient associ­
ations. For only a linking of the identity with an ideal invisible
companion thought of as a bond as close as the joining of the
genius to the person at birth, could console Paulinus and his
austere friends for the sadness of finding themselves born into
the flesh.

It is not surprising, perhaps, that the cult of the patron saint
spread most quickly in ascetic circles: for an identity placed at a
nadir of uncertainty by the ascetic's deep sense of sin cried out
for some intimate thread of stability. Paulinus's portrait of Felix
is very much the warm and colorful antithesis of Paulinus's
refusal to paint his own, as too sadly modeled on the flaking
image of Adam to merit copying. 37

If we turn to Gregory of Nyssa's life of his sister Macrina, we
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can see what this could mean in a cultivated Christian family.
Macrina, Gregory writes, was only her public name; she had a
true, secret name, revealed in a vision. For when her mother
was giving birth to her, she dreamed three times that she was
holding her child while a majestic figure, the virgin martyr
Thecla, gave her the name of Thecla. She was really giving birth
to a second Thecla. 38 The dream was crucial for Macrina's
mother, a young woman, who had married unwillingly, merely
to gain the protection of a husband when her parents had died,
and for whom this was the first experience of childbirth: the
labor became easy, and Macrina was born with her identity
secured. The sadness of physical birth had been redeemed.
Macrina would soon be joined by a succession of formidable
brothers. But with her identity reinforced and a trifle over­
shadowed by her mysterious link to the exemplary virgin
Thecla, Macrina always remained different. As a child, she had
lived"as if she was still in her mother's womb;" 39 as head of a
convent, her life trembled on the invisible frontier between the
human and the angelic. 40

The later spread of Christian names reillects the need to link
the identity of the individual to a saint. A Christian name stood
for a new identity associated with a new birth. For the "rebirth"
promised at Christian baptism derived its full meaning from an
ancient model of the formation of the personality. Baptism can­
celed the influence of the stars that had first formed the person­
ality, by giving the initiate a new protecting spirit, in such a
way as to free him from a personality in which the quality of the
original genius itself had been woven into a tangled web by the
conflicting influence of the planets. 41 In Syria, for instance, we
can follow the name Sergius, spreading through the towns and
villages along routes that radiate from the baptisteries that
flanked the shrines of the saint. 42

Yet these protecting figures are now human beings. We can
see what this means if we turn for a moment to the art of the
fourth century. In the late-third- or early-fourth-century burial
chamber of the Vincentii, we can see the lady Vibia led by the
hand into the feast of the gods by her angelus bonus. 43 In 396, the
lady Veneranda is shown in her burial chamber behind a mar­
tyr's shrine, flanked by another elegant late-Roman woman, the



59 The Invisible Companion

martyr saint Petronilla. 44 Petronilla was the daughter of Saint
Peter. She was a somewhat improbable saint: in Rome, she did
not even survive late antiquity. But in tJlle late fourth century
she was perfectly apposite as the protectress and "double" of a
lady who was anxious to appear a "good daughter" to Saint
Peter and the Roman church.

The immediate outcome of the shift carl be seen in the poetry
of Paulinus. For the role of Saint Felix as the guarantor of
Paulinus's identity, and in some way, as the heir of the genius,
though important, is an ancient palimpsest compared with the
new role of Felix the amicus and the patronus. On that subject,
the cult of saints tapped a wellspring of articulateness in
Paulinus the aristocrat, who had moved since birth in a world
held together by the religio amicitiae. 45 To stroll in a garden hand
in hand with a companion had always been Paulinus's idea of
happiness. 46 Three days before he died, when all hope of his
recovery had been abandoned, the visit of two neighboring
bishops revived him so completely that he sat up in bed,
"forgetting his physical weakness, and sillowed himself to them
as lively and refined as an angel."47

Yet there is always more to Paulinus's poetry than the cere­
moniousness of late-Roman senatorial etiquette. Rather, it re­
veals the other side of that etiquette: a class which defined itself
by its culture was accustomed to expressing the deep warmth
that always welled up in ancient Mediterranean men around the
figure of the beloved teacher and spiritual guide. Hence the
poems which Paulinus wrote to AusonitLs justifying his break
with the world were about issues that deeply preoccupied a
Geistesadel: they explore rival forms of iJlspiration;48 and they
convey the full pathos of conflicting loyalties to two beloved
teachers: 49

... prius ipsa recedat
corpore vita meo quam vester pectore vultus. 50

[Thee shall I hold, in every fibre woven ...
Shall I behold thee, in my mind embrace thee,
Instant and present, thou, in every place.]51

This is the mold into which Paulinus, in the following decade,
poured his new relationship with Saint Felix. He never lost the
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capacity to gather heroes around him. Just before he died, he
asked in a clear voice if his "brothers" Januarius (San Gennaro,
martyred bishop of Naples) and Martin (Martin of Tours, then
dead for thirty years) were present. Reassured, he raised his
hands with the Psalm "Levavi oculos meos ad montes." 52

To speak of a man like Paulinus as if he had merely replaced
the worship of the old gods by his attachment to Saint Felix is to
use too inert a model for the change. Men of the late-Roman
aristocracy such as Paulinus found that they could obliterate
their pagan past because they could add something new: the
warmth of late-Roman senatorial amicitia and the intensity of
late-Roman loyalty to patroni and to beloved teachers suffused
their newly forged style of relationship with the other world.

Characteristically, Augustine was one of the first to realize
the implications of this change. Augustine approached the role
of the saints from a very different angle from that of Paulinus.
He himself notably lacked that register of senatorial feeling for
personalized ties of friendship and patronage which had en­
abled Paulinus to give such full-blooded expression to the course
of his new life as the alumnus and famulus of Saint Felix. The
Confessions are in a category of their own precisely because
Augustine's tongue is still heavy with the ancient language of
the Psalms, that is, the language of a man speaking directly to
God. 53 We glimpse a full range of Christian devotion in them;
but in Augustine's portrayal of his own evolution, the land­
marks of Paulinus's world are notably absent: he has no patron
saints, and we catch only a few chill hints of the demons in the
Confessions.

Yet it is the very abstractness of Augustine's approach that
enabled him, in the years around 416, to draw out clearly the
change that such intense links with dead human beings could
imply. For in the years when he was welcoming and establish­
ing the cult of Saint Stephen in North Africa, Augustine had
begun to write the amazing book 10 of the City of God. This was
a book devoted to redefining the nature of the true inter­
mediaries between God and men. Unlike the rebel angels, these
beings would link men to God by being equally his servants,
and so committed to forwarding his will among men as their
fellow servants. 54 The cult of the martyrs, therefore, presented a
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paradox that enabled Augustine to invert the traditional hierar­
chy of the universe. Men who had shown themselves, as mar­
tyrs, to be true servants of God, could bind their fellow men
even closer to God than could the angels. 55 For belief in the
ministrations of angels, even of those most obedient to God's
will, had tended to place a cliff face of bei11gs of a different order
from themselves between the human race and God. 56 This an­
cient sense of difference was the corollary, in the chain of medi­
ation between God and man, of the fault that ran through the
universe, separating the stars from the earth. Only the martyrs,
heavy with the humility of human death, could bridge that
fault. As Augustine put it in a sermon ,vhich he preached on
Saint Stephen while writing these chapters of the City of God:
when, in the Apocalypse, John the Divine saw the angel, he
worshiped it; but the angel said: II Arise: adore the Lord: I am
your fellow servant."

Per conservum beneficia sumamus.
[Let us take the benefits of God throug]:l him, our fellow ser­
vant.]57

Augustine's solution summed up a drift in Christian sensi­
bility: the need for intimacy with a protector with whom one
could identify as a fellow human being, relations with whom
could be conceived of in terms open to the nuances of known
human relations between patron and client, is the hallmark of
late-fourth-century Christian piety. 58 It insensibly tended to
oust reverence for beings, who, as gods or angels, had owed
their position to their role as intermediaries between men and
beings other than men in the soaring hierarchy of the late­
antique universe. 59

There was even something cozy about the cult of the martyrs.
Preaching in a small town, Maximus of Turin could point out
that the local martyrs had once come to Turin to spread the
gospel: in that way, they were fellow citizens of Turin,60 and
their graves stood among the graves of th.e parents and grand­
parents of his congregation. 61 At a time when, in Maximus's
estimation, no one of importance seemed to notice the town,
when the great landowners hunted all spring far from the city62
and coldly abandoned the region to its fate at the first rumor of
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barbarian invasion,63 the intimate link between the Christian
community and its humble dead was no small matter.

Such a link was both intimate and eminently intelligible. For
to emphasize the shared humanity of a saint meant that the
saint's role could be understood all the more clearly in terms of
those human relationships which late-Roman society had been
most skilled at articulating. 64 Nothing is more characteristic of
the late fourth century than the speed with which the patron
saint gained a precise profile in Christian art. Previously, belief
in the role of the holy dead as intercessors had been strong: but
it had been expressed in a remote language, closely tied to
a terminology of atonement taken from the Old Testament. 65 It
happened; but it could not be shown to happen. 66 The art of late
antiquity, however, had been at its best precisely in expressing
the relationships between outstanding figures and their de­
pendents. It was the willingness to express the role of the saint
in terms of the kind of social relations which fourth-century art
had learned to convey so well that ungagged the doctrine of the
intercession of the saints and allowed it to speak out clearly on
the walls of the catacombs. 67 In the late-fourth-century painting
in the Coemeterium Maius, we find an artist who knew how to
express, in an idiom refined by a century of imperial art, what
it was like for a couple to kneel for protection on either side of
the still, upright figure of the martyr-famuli approaching their
patronus. 68

Indeed, one of the unconsidered strengths of Christianity in
the late fourth century was the sensitivity with which it could
replicate, in its model of relations with the other world, the
social experience of the contemporary Roman Empire. What we
often study in isolated detail as so many examples of literary,
legal, and iconographic borrowings from the secular world, if
taken altogether add up in themselves to a clue to the success of
the Christian church: for Christianity could express itself in
terms that rapidly shook themselves free from the archaic lan­
guage of previous generations; and, in so doing Christian piety
gained the incalculable advantage of being firmly rooted in
day-to-day experience. 69 In poetry, in art and in liturgy, Chris­
tian writers and patrons of the late fourth century were able to
work the leaven of specifically late-Roman human relationships
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into the heavy dough of a religious language taken, through the
Old Testament, from the cultic practice of the ancient Near East.
In the middle of the third century, Cyprian of Carthage plainly
foreshadows Ambrose; but his tongue is still checked by the
rigidities of an ancient language; tilat rich combination of
power and intimacy that is the hallmark of the late-Romangrand
seigneur is lacking.

By stressing this process of replication in the Christian
church, I do not wish to trivialize it. (~hristian writers did not
mindlessly create a mirror in Heavell that reflected, in rosy
tints, the hard facts of patronage and prepotenza that they had
come to take for granted on the late-F~oman earth. The role of
replication in late antiquity was subtly different: it enabled the
Christian communities, by projecting a structure of clearly
defined relationships onto the unseen world, to ask questions
about the quality of relationships in their own society. The cult
of the saints in late antiquity, therefore, did more than dress the
ancient dead in contemporary upper-·class costume. It was a
form of piety exquisitely adapted to enable late-antique men to
articulate and render manageable urgent, muffled debates on
the nature of power in their own world, and to examine in the
searching light of ideal relationships ~,ith ideal figures, the re­
lation between power, mercy, and justice as practiced around
them.

We shall have much occasion, in our last two chapters, to
follow this theme in the Christian communities of the fifth and
sixth centuries. What we have still to understand is what it
meant for men like Sulpicius and Paulinus to see the joining
point between themselves and their invisible companions in
terms of the intensities of a late-R.oman patron-client re­
lationship. For this is the heart of the change. The invisible
companion may be as close to them an.d as abiding as a guar­
dian angel had once been; but the relationship itself no longer
has the calm inevitability of ascending stages of the universe. It
is tinged, now, with the sense of risk as with the warmth of a
late-Roman relationship of friendship and patronage.

For the impresarios of the cult of saillts were studiously anx­
ious men. Sulpicius and Paulinus shared the strong link, during
the years between 394 and 398, of havinlg very recently and at no
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small cost of suffering and scandal, abandoned their previous
social identities. In their writings we have no sense of leisured
literary play around themes that either could take for granted.
Gibbon might write that

The life of Saint Martin and the Dialogues conerning his
miracles contain facts adapted to the grossest barbarism in
a style not unworthy of the Augustan age. 70

But there is nothing of the age of Augustus about Sulpicius
himself: like Paulinus, he had done nothing less than hang his
identity on his hero.

I would suggest that only language shot through with the
grandeur et misere of friendship and patronage could do justice
to so potentially hazardous an enterprise. This can be seen on
many levels. In the first place, in a world marked by in­
creasingly explicit patronage, it was a fact of late-Roman life
that for everybody, from the humblest villagers of Syria and
Egypt upwards, freedom of maneuvre could only be gained by
playing off conflicting patronage networks. 71 Paulinus did this
with great success. He consistently presented himself as the
famulus of Felix, his patron. By belonging to Felix alone, Pauli­
nus belonged to nobody else. 72 Behind his poetry and the
known facts of his career in Nola, we sense the quiet de­
termination of the aristocrat who had mastered that most profit­
able late-Roman art of remaining an outsider. As a result,
Paulinus and the shrine of his patronus, a little outside Nola,
became the joining point of a whole provincial society. 73 Pauli­
nus's emergence at Nola from being the self-styled humble
doorkeeper to Saint Felix in 394 to acting as imperial arbiter in
the disputed papal election of 419 was an adventure whose
success could not be taken for granted. 74 It was a venture in
self-assertion for which any late-antique man would have had
to draw heavily on his invisible companion.

Yet Paulinus and his contemporaries had a deeper need for
patronage. We should not forget the speed with which, in all
areas of the Mediterranean world, the ascetic movement had
articulated and, in so doing, amplified, Christian anxieties
about sin and the last judgment. Augustine was far from being
the only man whose clear sky came, increasingly, to be clouded
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over. 75 Nor was this merely a victory of pessimism. Sin and the
last judgment came to bulk so large in. the late fourth century
not because more sin was happening or because the last judg­
ment was thought to have drawn appreciably nearer. Instead
we have to reckon with a growing determination on the part of
the Christian leaders to present the world and the play of
human action within it in terms of a sirlgle, all embracing prin­
ciple of explanation, as so many direct consequences of sin and
its remission. 76 The dark cloud of ascetic piety, therefore, had a
clearly visible silver lining, the perpettlal hope of amnesty.

It is this hope of amnesty that pushed the saint to the fore­
front as patronus. For patronage and friendship derived their
appeal from a proven ability to render malleable seemingly in­
exorable processes, and to bridge with the warm breath of per­
sonal acquaintance the great distances of the late-Roman social
world: 77 in a world so sternly organized around sin and justice,
patrocinium and amicitia provided a mtlch-needed language of
amnesty.

This is the secret of the appeal of Sulpicius's Martin. As Aline
Rousselle has written of Sulpicius and his circle, in the tense
years that marked the beginnings of their ascetic vocations: "Ce
petit groupe considere Martin comme un intercesseur plutot
que comme un modele." 78 The miracle by which Martin comes
to be recognized for the first time in his community as not only
holy but as potens et vere apostolicus, ovV"es its drama less to the
fact that he could bring a catechumen back to life: its wonder lay
in the intimate manner in which the friendship and patronage
of Martin was thought to be able to reach across the faceless
horror of the underworld. 79 It is the saIne with Sulpicius him­
self. 80 In giving a clear face to Martin through his Life of Martin,
Sulpicius ensured that that smiling face would reassure him in
the dark world to come. Praemisi patronum: "I have sent my pa­
tron on ahead" is his reaction to the news of Martin's death. 81

It is the same with the less-sheltered Ambrose. Preaching at
the funeral of his brother Satyrus, he knew that the gospel mira­
cle of the raising from the dead of Lazarus (which scene may
have been carved on the side of the sarcophagus in which he
would so soon place his brother) would not happen. But the
late-Roman miracle of commendatio, by 'Nhich Satyrus became a
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commendabilis, a man with a record of favor from the great, might
yet happen at the last judgment. 82 And it was a miracle that
would be all the more certain to happen because it could be
imagined to happen in a vivid and humane idiom provided by
the conventions of late-Roman art. In the late-fourth-century
catacomb of Hermes, the soul of the dead man stands, his hands
raised in fervent prayer, at the foot of the "dread judgment seat
of Christ," while the apostles stand to either side of him, one
pointing toward him with a reassuring motion of the right
hand. 83

Behind the need to find the recognizable face of a human
being, whose behavior could be rendered intelligible in terms
of the tacit disciplines of late-Roman patronage relationships,
we can sense a pressure of anxiety. In ascetic circles a crevasse
begins to open in the late-classical image of the human person.
For late-classical belief had emphasized, above all, the peace­
able continutiy between the self and the divine; and it did so by
presenting the self as the last link in an unbroken chain of
intermediary beings. The identity of a person, therefore, could
be thought of as sharing in the calm order of the universe. 84

Even when, in the face of physical death, this identity seemed
least certain, the stability of the link with the guardian spirit
was thought to survive the splintering of the body. Tertullian
could expect that the Christian would awaken in another world,
looking into the clear face of his angel. 85

By the end of the fourth century a profound change had taken
place. It is important that we should characterize it accurately,
in order to begin to explain it. Certain explanations can be ruled
out. Knowing what we do of the moral texture of the third­
century Christian communities, we do not need to think that,
when it came to sinning, worldliness, and feigned adhesion,
the conversion of Constantine heightened to any appreciable
extent activities in which the contemporaries of Origen and
Cyprian had already shown themselves capable of a high all­
round level of performance. As with the idea of "mass con­
versions," so with the idea of the "corruption of the church"
after its establishment by Constantine, we are dealing with
labor-saving formulas that take us much less far than we might
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think in understanding the precise moral tone of the late fourth
century. 86

Furthermore, it has been suggested tllat the cult of saints was
the natural result of men who, either as new converts or as
members of an increasingly worldly church, had hoped, by
multiplying intercessors on their behalf, to find an easier road
to Heaven than the straight and narrow path that had been
offered by the early Christian communities. It has been said of
the new devotion to patron saints, that it is "the expression of a
piety which had long ago given up the effort to take on to itself
the demands of holiness."8?

Yet it may be possible to regard the dhange in tone as having
come about for other, more intimate reasons, with more far­
reaching consequences. For the impresarios of the new cult are
precisely those who had taken on themselves the crushing
weight of holiness demanded by the ascetic way of life. As we
saw in the last chapter, they were not the kind of men who
allowed themselves to be dispirited by the average members of
their congregation; nor were they in any mood to make con­
cessions to "superstitious" beliefs. 88

What has really changed throughout the Christian world is
the late-classical sense of the stability of the identity. Au­
gustine's sad musing on this theme is only one example of the
dark thoughts of ascetic "servants of God" scattered throughout
the Mediterranean. 89 We have seen what an urgent issue it was
for Sulpicius and for Paulinus: both nnen looked to new in­
visible companions as role models and intimate protectors in
order to find a thread of continuity in tlleir lives. At death, the
crevasse came to open wide. No one could be secure at that
awful moment. Macrina, sitting upright in bed facing the set­
ting sun, prayed the long, somber prayer of the dying, which
put into ancient words a sense of perilous uncertainty: "Place
beside me an angel of light, to lead me by the hand ... and may
the Envious One not stand against me on my way."90 After a
portrait of Monica in book 9 of the (:onfessions, where the
somewhat idealized and threatening figure of his mother as it
was communicated in earlier books takes on the shades of
human flesh, through now being built up in loving brush
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strokes by small tales of childhood peccadillos,91 Augustine
breaks out into the same somber language of risk: "Her soul let
no one wrench from Thy protection; let not, by force or stealth,
the lion or the dragon bar her way."92 As his disciple said to
Apa Daniel:

"0 my father, do you fear, also, you who have become per­
fect in such measure?"

"0 my son, if Abraham, with Isaac and Jacob were in my
presence now and said, 'you are just,' I would still have no
confidence. ' '93

Only the saints could have such confidence on one's behalf;
only they could reach across the crevasse of uncertainty with a
known human gesture of acceptance:

On the twelfth of the kalends of June, Petrus entered the
jaws of the underworld. But may the martyr Baudelius, on
the day he also suffered death, commend to the Lord his
own dear charge. 94

We are dealing with men who have turned their backs on the
towering order of the universe to seek reassurance in the tight
web of known human relationships: and they have done this in
part because, against this immemorial backdrop, they have, for
good or ill, turned to discover themselves.
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The Very Special Dead

One of the most moving fragments of late antiq­
uity is now attached to the wall of the Mediterra­
nean room in the Louvre. It is the epitaph of a
Iittle Sicilian, Julia Florerltina, IIa most dear, in­
nocent child," who died at the age of eighteen
months, having received Christian baptism, ex­
perienced a momentary remission, IIand lived on
four hours longer, just as she had once been be­
fore."

While her parents bewailed her death at every
moment, the voice of [(~od's] majesty was
heard at night, forbidding them to lament for
the dead child. Her body was buried in its
tomb in front of the doors of the shrine of the
martyrs. 1

We have here a glimpse of a Mediterranean fam­
ily thinking about the unthinkable fact of death.
Their inscription is a reminder of the force of the
tensions latent in early Christian attitudes to
death and the afterlife.

For, compared with the Christian piety of later
ages, the early church tended to leapfrog the
grave: the long processes of mourning and slow
adjustment to the great sadness of mortality

69 tended to be repressed by a heady belief in the
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afterlife. The vox maiestatis in the night intervened to cut short
the mourning of the little girl's parents. The ceremonial of the
funeral procession was presented as a foretaste of the clarity of
the resurrection: .

Patet ecce fidelibus ampli via lucida iam
paradisi. 2

[See now for the faithful a shining way lies open
to the spacious garden of paradise.]

The gleaming white shrouds, the incense, the strict control of
demonstrations of grief3 were a triumphal reminder of Christ's
triumph over "black death."4 Tombs in the late-Roman Chris­
tian cemetery at Pees even show a trellis fence that identified
the grave with the "spacious garden of paradise."s

Yet the sadness of the tomb survived. Of all late-antique
thinkers, one might have expected Gregory of Nyssa and his
circle to have been the one whose thought had equipped him
best to gaze through that sadness to another world. 6 Far from it.
When he had to place the body of his sister Macrina beside her
parents in the family tomb, an ancient horror of the dead
gripped him. Fear came over him "remembering the divine
command, 'Do not uncover the shame of thy father or thy
mother.'" He did not wish to look upon "the common shame to
which all human beings come." The bodies of his parents had
to be covered with a new shroud before he leant over the tomb
to place his sister above them. 7 Outside the town, the harsh
Anatolian landscape was dotted with derelict tombs, their con­
tents partially exposed. Gregory assumed that, for all members
of his congregation, this could not be other than an ugly and
deeply disturbing sight. 8 The "shining way to Paradise" of
Christian art and liturgy had in no way rendered translucent the
facts of death for the average Mediterranean man.

Hence the emotional force that thrust the graves of the mar­
tyrs into prominence. Here, at least, were the graves of the very
special dead. They had died in a special way; they lay in the
grave in a special way; this fact was shown by the manner in
which all that was most delightful and most alive in late­
antique life could be thought of as concentrated in their tombs
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and even (perhaps, as we shall see, particularly) in detached
fragments of their dead bodies. Hence the final consolation of
the parents of Julia. She at least would lie beside those very
special dead for whom mourning was unthinkable. The late­
antique cult of the martyrs represents)' therefore, a consistent
imaginative determination to block out the lurking presence, in
the cemeteries of the Mediterranean world, of "black death."

We should not underestimate the psychological momentum
behind this effort. In itself belief in tIle afterlife does little to
explain it. What we shall have to follow in this chapter is the
working of an imaginative dialectic which led late-antique men
to render their beliefs in the afterlife palpable and directly
operative among the living by concentrating these on the
privileged figure of the dead saint. Let us begin with the sad­
ness of late-Roman cemeteries. They were very large and full of
very ordinary people. In the Polyandrion, the "place of the great
majority" outside Autun, the silence of the night was broken
only by a few mysterious echoes of chanted psalms, which be­
trayed the presence, among so many thousands, of "a few
tombs of faithful souls worthy of God."9 We should never
forget this sharp streak in late-antique Christian piety, espe­
cially as it was expressed by those ascetic leaders whose anx­
ieties we described in the last chapter. The all too solid shame
of the grave had been transmuted by very few.

For the martyrs and the other holy dead were the pre­
destinate: Gregory of Tours writes of them as "the snowwhite
number of the elect."lo Late-antique men in the Latin West did
not suffer from post-Reformation anxieties about the identity of
the elect. The elect could be identified, if only posthumously,
with absolute certainty. Thus, the late-fourth-century cult of the
saints as practiced in North Africa and elsewhere provided Au­
gustine with the solid ground course on which he raised his
dizzying doctrine of predestination. For Augutine's problem in
his last years had been to fit the nonelect, that is, the damned,
into the dark weave of God's wisdom. 11 The elect, by contrast,
were the one clear thread. They presellted no problem to Au­
gustine or his contemporaries. Even in those last treatises that
"bruise human reason" 12 when they speak of the justice of God
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in hardening the hearts of the many, the elect have reassuringly
familiar features. Their qualities are securely rooted in the ex­
pectations of late-antique Christian piety. 13 They are those who
have received from God the gift of perseverence: they had en­
joyed

a liberty ... protected and made firm by the gift of persever­
ence that this world should be overcome, this world in all
its deep loves, in all its terrors, in all its countless ways
of going wrong. 14

And who had persevered unto death more magnificently and
more publicly than had the martyrs?

It is the same with the deeper levels of Augustine's thought.
The cult of the martyrs is the secure reference point of some of
his seemingly most vertiginous speculations. The unmoved
certainty with which the divine protection had overshadowed
the person of Christ had been extended to the elect: "Let thy
hand be upon the man of thy right hand, upon the son of man
whom thou madest strong for thyself."ls In a profound manner,
the elect were members of his mystical body: "Christus ...
totus, cum membris SUiS."16 To Augustine and his con-
temporaries, the martyrs were the membra Christi par excel­
lence. 17 The hand of God that had rested with unshakable con­
stancy above Christ rested also above his elect: a fifth-century
relic case shows just this hand of God holding a crown above
the martyr, a fragment of whose body it contained. IS The mar­
tyr himself, and later the holy man, is often shown in the pose of
the Crucified. 19 This identified him not only with the sufferings
of Christ, but also with the unmoved constancy of his election
and the certainty of his triumph.

In the sermons on the martyrs which Augustine preached at
the very end of his life, we are left in no doubt as to what the
donum perseverantiae, the gift of perseverence unto death,
meant to him. They are extraordinary as evocations of the
strength of the love of life, and of the intimate grip of the
human flesh from which the soul is torn so unwillingly:

They really loved this life; yet they weighed it up. They
thought of how much they should love the things eternal if
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they were capable of such deep love for things that pass
away.20

The cult of the martyrs reenacted at regttlar intervals throughout
the year the memory of those men and 'women to whom the gift
of perseverence had been given and had been seen to be given.
If Pelagius's teachings on free will and the possibility of perfec­
tion had it in them to turn the Christian congregations into a
community of saints,21 then Augus1tine's doctrine of pre­
destination had the incalculable advantage that it could explain
to these congregations how they had once produced heroes.

Thus, if the elect were the stars in C;od's Heaven, God had
scattered a Milky Way of such stars over the Christian world in
the form of the graves of the saints: 22 Saint Felix's shrine out­
side Nola was where that "star" had COIne to rest on earth. 23 Yet
not everybody could live as comfortably in the contemplation of
these few pinpoints of light as could the impresarios of the cult of
the martyrs. For in breaching the ancient barrier between
Heaven and Earth, the cult of the saints was in danger of setting
up an equally firm barrier on earth: the difference between their
graves and the thousands of ordinary graves that surrounded
them could seem as irremovable as the ancient fault between
earth and the untouchable glow of the Milky Way. Their un­
flecked light merely served to sharpen the darkness around
them and so insensibly increased the abiding opacity of ordi­
nary death.

The works of Gregory of Tours, for it1stance, show a man for
whom a sense of the universal ravages of sin left only the graves
of the saints intact. This is how Gregory and his contem­
poraries chose to remember Attila's invasion of Gaul:

For they say that before those enemies of the faith came, a
man of faith saw in a vision the blessed deacon Stephen
conferring with the holy apostles Peter and Paul, and
speaking as follows: "I beg you, my lords, to prevent by
your intercessions the burning of the city of Metz.... " And
they replied to him: "Go in peace, beloved brother, your
oratory alone the fire shall not burn. But as for the city, we
shall not prevail, because the sentence of the will of the Lord
has already gone out over it."24
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In the many burnt-out cities of early medieval Gaul, con­
temporaries tended to note that only the shrines of the saints
had remained standing. 25

It was not a reassuring prospect. If an age gets the heresies
that it deserves, as statements in more consequential and radi­
cal terms of the unexpressed assumptions and tensions of con­
temporary belief, then Gregory got the heresy he deserved-a
priest who doubted the resurrection of the dead. Christ had
risen, he said; but why extend this privilege to fallen men? The
martyrs' shrines, which held the attention of his bishop, were
too few and far between compared with the dull weight of·death
in the overwhelming majority. Surely, the "sentence of the will
of the Lord" that had flattened Metz, had flattened all the
human race since the fall of Adam:

For dust thou art and to dust thou shalt return.

For the wind passeth over him and he is gone, and the place
thereof shall know him no more. 26

It is against this chilly background that we should place the
outburst of poetry, art, and healing by which the men of late
antiquity strove to block out such dark thoughts around the
graves of the martyrs.

In his impressive study of the gravestones of Puritan New
England, Allan Ludwig quotes the private devotional poems of
Edward Taylor:

For thou [Christ] has farely Washt Death's grim
grim face
And made his Chilly finger-ends drop grace.

To this he adds the following comment:

Apparently our understanding is no longer dialectical
enough to encompass both life and death in one symbol. No
grouping of New England symbols has aroused more con­
troversy than those symbols of transformation which pur­
port to change grim death into sweet grace before our
eyes. 27

I quote this partly so as to measure the distance between
early-modem Christian attitudes to death and those applied in
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late antiquity to the cult of the ma.rtyrs. The martyrs had
triumphed over death; the iconograp,hy of the saints in late
antiquity made no attempt to encorrLpass "grim death" and
"sweet grace" in one symbol. As Andre Grabar has written,
"The imagery of a martyr's relics is never in any case an im­
agery of the memento mori; rather it strives by all means in its
power to proclaim the suppression of the fact of death."2s
Plainly, at such a place "Death's griml grim face" had already
been "farely Washt."

Yet I would suggest that the dialectic continued at a deeper
imaginative level. It is difficult to explain the geyserlike force
with which belief in miracles of healing at the tombs or in
connection with the relics of the martyrs burst out throughout
the Mediterranean world if we do not bear in mind the pressure
which such a dialectic had built up. Consideration of such pres­
sures, and not only the impeccably orthodox statements on the
afterlife and the resurrection of the dead with which Gregory
answered his doubting priest, bring t:LS closer to the warm ca­
pacity of the Christian congregations to identify themselves
with such potentially unattainable stars as the martyrs, and to
do so, above all, in close proximity to their physical remains.

Our dialectic begins, as Gregory of T'ours would have wished
it to begin, with consideration of the doctrine of the resurrec­
tion of the dead, and of the nature of the repose of the souls of
the saints before this resurrection. 29 A.s Gibbon put it,

Whatever might be the condition of vulgar souls in the long
interval between the dissolution and the resurrection of
their bodies, it was evident that superior spirits of the saints
and martyrs did not consume that portion of their existence
in silent and inglorious sleep. 30

Let the martyrs make plain to us [said Maximus of Turin]
how much refreshment God lavishes upon the dead. 31

So many of the miracles associated with the tombs of the
saints are miracles that made visible the invisible refreshment
of the saints; they are the early-Christian imagery of Paradise in
action. Bleak in his observations of hULman nature as practiced
around him in sixth-century Gaul, Gregory is at one with the
Christian poets of the late fourth century in scanning the world
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for places where men could catch a glimpse of Paradise. His
hagiographical work is full of subdued music and of mysterious
perfumes that brought into the basilicas of Gaul a touch of
Paradise. 32 For Paradise was a mountain covered with trees in
full bloom, its air "fragrant and filled with music."33

Take the trees that flourish at the graves of the saints. A
modern student of "popular religion" might see in them un­
changing avatars of those holy trees which Saint Martin had
chopped down vigorously.34 Yet this is too inert and con­
sequently too imprecise a continuity to do justice to the exact
associations which these trees had for a man such as Gregory.
He fastens on one aspect of them: they flourish every year.
Following the poetic image of Prudentius, Gregory emphasizes
that the very way that they decked themselves out with petals
like dove's down brought the heavy bloom of paradise into the
courtyards of the shrines. 3s Flourishing vegetation rendered
palpable the vigor of a blessed soul: at the tomb of Severus,
dried-out lilies spring to life every year, as an image of how the
man within "flourishes like a palm tree in paradise."36

Yet in the midst of all this poetry, we are never far from
"Death's grim grim face." When Gregory visited the tomb of a
martyr, "everyone of our party filled our nostrils with the scent
of lilies and roses."37 Yet when a priest of Clermont was locked
up by his bishop in a tomb of Parian marble, Gregory writes:
"Years afterwards he used to describe the fetid stench which
clung about the dead man's bones."38

The tombs of the very special dead were exempt from the
facts of death. This was not only because the souls of the occu­
pants are in Paradise: the deep peace of their sleep before the
resurrection shows in their bones. It is the repose of the body of
Saint Felix that moves Paulinus so deeply. Dust pouring from
the sarcophagus had made him fear that an animal had dis­
turbed Felix's bones; but on lifting the lid, he saw them for the
first time, lying in an awesome stillness. 39

In other writers, the resurrection could come yet closer still. In
his funeral poem, Prudentius describes the color flowing back
into the remade body. It is a reminder of how dearly late­
antique men loved a good complexion:
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These cheeks which now are wan and white with wasting
shall have beauteous skin tinged with the bloom of blood
more charming than any flower. 4o

Such taste, like Vergil's, was a little art nouveau. Take Gregory
of Tours's ancestor, Gregory of Langres:

His face was so filled with glory that it looked like a rose. It
was deep rose red, and the rest of his body was glowing
white like a lily. You would have said that he was even now
ready for the coming glory of the resurrection. 41

It is this pushing forward into the present of God's power to
remake the human body at the reSUITection which comes to
impress itself on Augustine when he \\rrote and preached in his
old age about the graves of the saints. lHis accounts of the mira­
cles at the shrine of Saint Stephen, in t]1e last book of the City of
God, were far from being a capitulation to the "silly stories"
current among the "common herd."42 For Augustine they are
surreal rather than "silly." They betray the effort by which Au­
gustine, a man formed in the most austerely immaterialist cur­
rent of Neo-Platonic thought available to an educated man of
his age, had come to think the unthinkable concept of a future
integration of flesh and spirit. The recorded miracles of healing
at the shrines show God's power and his abiding concern for
the flesh. And this power, Augustine now believes, is shown
most appropriately at the places where those dead now lie, who
had been prepared to lose their close-knit bodies in the faith of
the unimaginable mercy of the resurrection. 43 Miracles that had
once struck Augustine, the contemplative, as of little signifi­
cance, as so many lights dimmed by tIle sun of God's harmoni­
ous order, now take on a warmth and a glow of their own, as
Augustine pays more heed to the instinctive fears and yearn­
ings of the once-neglected body:44

I know you want to keep on living. ~~ou do not want to die.
And you want to pass from this life to another in such a way
that you will not rise again as a dead man, but fully alive
and transformed. This is what you desire. This is the
deepest human feeling; mysteriously, the soul itself wishes
and instinctively desires it. 45
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Augustine's evolution was singular as only he could make it,
and it has now been studied as carefully as it deserves. 46 It is a
reminder that an intellectual breakthrough of the first order lies
behind what is too often presented as a belated concession to
the mindless weight of "popular belief."

Yet Augustine's formulation of his later views, and his deci­
sion to add the records of local cases of healing to his final
cannonade against all the unquestioned assumptions of the
pagan philosophical world view, are only special cases in the
working out of the imaginative dialectic surrounding the very
special dead. The result of this dialectic had been not merely to
block out the negative associations of physical death with all the
resources of an imagery of paradise, but to raise the physical
remains of the saints above the normal associations of place and
time. At their graves, the eternity of paradise and the first touch
of the resurrection come into the present. In the words of Vic­
tricius of Rouen: here are bodies, where every fragment is
"linked by a bond to the whole stretch of eternity."47

It is with such a remark, perhaps, that we can touch on some
of the reasons for the rapid and flagrant departure from pagan
and Jewish practice involved in the Christian transfer of relics.
The relic is a detached fragment of a whole body: as Victricius
said, "You see tiny relics, a little drop of blood."48 But it is
precisely the detachment of the relic from its physical associa­
tions that summed up most convincingly the imaginative di­
alectic we have described. For how better to suppress the fact of
death, than to remove part of the dead from its original con­
text in the all too cluttered grave? How better to symbolize the
abolition of time in such dead, than to add to that an in­
determinacy of space? Furthermore, how better to express the
paradox of the linking of Heaven and Earth than by an effect of
"inverted magnitudes," by which the object around which
boundless associations clustered should be tiny and compact?
Detached fragments of the saints in gold and silver caskets, or
in their miniature marble shrines, had some of the measureless
quality of an objet trouve. 49 The exquisite little golden tube in
which Paulinus enclosed a sliver of the Holy Cross heightened,
by the staggering contrast in sizes, the overpowering associa­
tions of that cross, where once "the Lord of Majesty had hung
attached, as all the universe trembled before him."so The dis-
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parity of sizes further emphasized the magnificence of God's
mercy, falling in such clear, tiny drops "like the gentle dew
from Heaven." 51

Yet, in detaching the relic from direct association with phys­
ical death, the imaginative dialectic VIas, if anything, height­
ened. For what was being brought were tiny fragments around
which the imaginative associations of a very special kind of
death could cluster undisturbed. And this very special kind
of death had been almost invariably unpleasant. "What you
see before you," Victricius had insisted "is blood and dust."52

At the root of every miracle of healiIlg at a martyr's shrine of
late antiquity there lay a miracle of pain:

Let not a day pass, brethren [Victricius urged the congre­
gation at his new shrine] when we do not dwell on these
tales. "This martyr did not blanch under the torturer; this
martyr hurried up the slow work of the executioner; this one
eagerly swallowed the flames; this one was cut about, yet
stood up still." 53

For the sufferings of the martyrs were miracles in themselves.
The accounts of their deaths, in the Passiones and the Gesta
martyrum, was one point only in a long chain of manifestations
of the power of God throughout their lives, continued up to the
present at their shrines. As the Decretum Gelasianum put it,

We must include also [for public reading] the deeds of the
saints in which their triumph blazed forth through the many
forms of torture that they underwent and their marvelous
confession of the faith. For what Catholic can doubt that
they suffered more than is possible for human beings to
bear, and did not endure this by their own strength, but by
the grace and help of God?54

The heroism of the martyrs had always been treated as a form
of possession, strictly dissociated fronl normal human courage.
When Felicitas had been in labor in F-rison,

one of the assistants of the prison guards said to her: "You
suffer so much now-what will you do when you are tossed
by the beasts?" "What I am suffering now," she replied, "I
suffer by myself. But then Another ,,vill be inside me who
will suffer for me, for I shall be suffering for him."55
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Hence the callousness with which Christian leaders dismissed
displays of physical or moral courage by a rival: for the
exemplary courage of the martyrs and apostles had been lifted
by God out of the domain of mere human physical endurance
and mere human moral strength. 56

Thus, the original death of the martyr, and even the long,
drawn-out dying of the confessor and the ascetic, was vibrant
with the miraculous suppression of suffering. Memories of it
set up an imaginative vortex in the minds of those who
thronged to the shrine. This was all the more powerful because
much of the overt expression of these suferings had been
blocked. The explicit image of the martyr was of a person who
enjoyed the repose of Paradise and whose body was even now
touched by the final rest of the resurrection. Yet behind the
now-tranquil face of the martyr there lay potent memories of a
process by which a body shattered by drawn-out pain had once
been enabled by God's power to retain its integrity.57

In the ancient world, the cure of illness was frequently as­
sociated with potent fantasies of violent dismemberment and
reintegration. Aelius Aristides wrote:

I believe that he dreamed that the God [Asclepius], together
with Telesphorus, said to him in regard to me, that it was
necessary to remove my bones and put in nerves, for the
existing ones had failed .. but the god [also] said, in con­
solation and instruction, not directly to knock out the bones
and cut out the existing nerves, but that there needed to be,
as it were, a certain change of those existing, and thus there
was need of a great and strange correction. 58

It is from this angle perhaps that we can usefully approach the
genre of the passio, the story of the sufferings of the saints. They
touched a layer of associations in the minds of the Christian
audience which facilitated the "great and strange correction" of
healing.

As historical documents, the passiones make dispiriting
reading:

II ne faBut donc pas plusieurs siecles, comme on aimerait
it s'imaginer, pour franchir l'abimequi separe les emouvants
recits crees dans Ie feu de la persecution de Ia litterature
insipide et pretentieuse qui les a fait trop souvent oublier. 59
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Dismissed in this manner as yet anot]1er document of the dis­
mal victory of the tastes of the "comrrlon herd," the surviving
passiones of late antiquity have seldo:m been studied in their
own right. 60 "Insipid and pretentious fJ they might be to a sober
scholar of the history of the early church: but it is precisely that
quality of repetitiveness and melodrarrla that gave their reading
at the great festivals of the saints a momentum that echoed the
rhythms of cure among the hearers.

In the first place, the passio abolished time. The deeds of the
martyr or of the confessor had brought the mighty deeds of God
in the Old Testament and the gospels into his or her own time.
The reading of the saint's deeds breac:hed yet again the paper­
thin wall between the past and the present. 61 As a study of the
iconography adopted by Paulinus in his shrines at Nola and
Fundi has made plain, time was conoertinaed at a shrine: "In
ihren "geschichtliche" Darstellung, Zustandsbild und Zu­
kunftsvision ineinander iibergehen."62

Hence the insistence of writers at stlrines, such as Paulinus,
that unlike the classical poets, who dealt with imaginary figures
in the distant past, they were describ'ing present true facts. 63
There was more to this than validatinlg by a standard literary
device propaganda that put a strain on. the reader's credulity. 64
For the hagiographer was recording the moments when the
seemingly extinct past and the unimaginably distant future had
pressed into the present. Hence a loving circumstantiality and a
belief, unique in ancient authors, that you can prove anything
by statistics. Paulinus's poems on miracles at the shrine of Saint
Felix have some of the unashamed vigor of those late-Roman
carvings associated with the arte plebeia of the early fourth cen­
tury, where the classical mythological decor has been ousted by
realistic little vignettes of the hunt, of trading, or in the Arch of
Constantine, of warfare and the frallk exercise of power. 65

Where can we turn other than to the hagiographic works of
Gregory of Tours to learn the truly important facts about
Merovingian Gaul: the dimensions of Lac Leman and the
superior quality of its trout;66 the teml,tations of civet de lapin
in the Lenten season;67 the first mention of the omelette a la
proven~ale?68 The very "concrete and fastidious" nature of this
genre upsets the critic and delights the social historian in search
of fragments of "local color": it betrays the urgency with which
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men like Paulinus and Gregory sought to trace the joining of
past and future in their own time. For, as Gregory frequently
repeats, if healing and mercy did not happen in his own days,
who would believe that they had ever happened or ever would
happen again?69

So the passio brought the past into the present. Coinciding as
it did with the high point of the saint's festival, the reading of
the passio gave a vivid, momentary face to the invisible praesen­
tia of the saint. When the passio was read, the saint was "really"
there: a sweet scent filled the basilica,70 the blind, the crippled,
and the possessed began to shout that they now felt his power
in healing,71 and those who had offended him in the past had
good reason to tremble. 72 We shall see how the ceremonial of
the saint's festival, particularly in sixth-century Gaul, high­
lighted the excitement of his praesentia, and raised to a high
pitch the hope that his potentia would be immediately available:
for the saint's power was all the more efficacious because, like
all great men of late antiquity, the saint knew how to maximize
its impact by prolonged inaccessibility. "Insipid and preten­
tious" though such passiones might seem for us, like their equally
maligned secular predecessors, the panegyrics, their perfor­
mance was a recognized moment in a ritual of power. 73 Without
a passio the praesentia of the saint lacked weight. Take the exam­
ple of Saint Patroclus of Troyes:

The men of that place had paid little reverence to this mar­
tyr, because the story of his sufferings was not available. It
is the custom of the man in the street to give more attentive
veneration to those saints of God whose combats are read
aloud. 74

Yet merely to speak in terms of excitement is not enough. It
seems to me that the public reading of the passio was, in itself, a
psychodrame that mobilized in the hearer those strong fantasies
of disintegration and reintegration which lurked in the back of
the mind of ancient men. Thus, of the Coptic passions of the
martyrs, those that recount in the most grisly detail the break­
ing up and miraculous reintegration of the martyr's body are
precisely those associated with well-known healing shrines. 75

Let us tum to some Latin Christian authors. There is already a
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strong element of the psychodrame in the Crowns of Martyrdom
of Prudentius. His poems linger on the dissolution of the
bodies of the martyrs and on the firlal preservation of their
integrity. The fragilities of the body are laid bare with macabre
precision. 76 Prudentius wished his readers to feel the dissolu­
tion of the Fall working every moment in their every fiber:
"Membra morbis exedenda, texta venis languidis."77 The suf­
ferings of the martyrs complete the unraveling of "this limp
skein of flesh on which disease preys endlessly."

Set to, then, torturer, burn and cut,
Dissect the parts of this compacted clay,
It is an easy thing to break such fragile stuff. 78

Having been made to feel the full horror of the dissolving body,
the reader is reassured by the triumph of integrity over its dis­
integration. For, while the body is "painted with wash on wash
of blood," its core, the soul, remains all of one piece. 79

For Prudentius, integrity resided primarily in the survival of
the untouched soul. The later author of the passio of Saint
Eulalia goes further: the body itself has become symbolic of the
triumph of the martyr over disintegration. Its scars covered
with gleaming white snow, Eulalia's body hung on the scaffold
for three days, "whole and untouched,,"

o worthy martyr, who has granted so superb a display [tam
gratissimum expectaculum] to your fellow townsmen, con­
quering past weakness, strengthening our present, teaching
future ages. 80

The gratissimum expectaculum of EulaJlia's prolonged suffering
had given merciful form to processes by which shattering pain
could be resolved and the body regaitl a stability and an un­
touched purity.

In Gregory's account of his own relations with those shrines
where the sufferings of the saints were publicly reenacted in the
passio and remembered by their devotees, we can trace an
imaginative dialectic at work at its deepest level. So many of the
cures that he himself experienced took place at spots connected
with a precisely congruent moment in the suffering of the mar­
tyr. The very intimacy of the emotional bond between the be-
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liever and his invisible companions, on which we dwelt in the
last chapter, made this identification appear quite natural. Greg­
ory, peculiaris alumnus of Saint Julian of Brioude81 was cured of
a splitting headache caused by sunstroke by dousing his head
in the fountain of Saint Julian, that is, in the spring where the
martyr's own head had been washed clean after the shattering
pain of decapitation. 82 Often we go beyond identification to a
form of emotional inversion. "Death's grim grim face" is
washed so clean by the martyr that a torture that had once
caused exquisite suffering is now the most apposite vehicle for
relief. The stone sockets into which the feet of Saint Benignus
had been set with molten lead, was now a place where soft
water rested, drops of which cured Gregory from the scalding
pain of an eye infection. 83

The emotional inversion of suffering was a theme which
never failed to bring out the most enthusiastic in Latin Chris­
tian poets. Traveling through the cities of Gaul, Venantius
Fortunatus's verses on the shrines of the martyr-saints glory in
such inversions:

Et corpus lacerum corpora multa fovet.
He whose good health was ended by an evil
death
Now both gives life to many and retains his
own. 84

Gregory and Venantius are the last Latin authors with which
this study is concerned. Both men sum up the sensibility of a
whole epoch. It is conventional to make a stark contrast be­
tween them, as if they stood for the passing of one age into
another, to juxtapose the protomedieval rigors of Gregory the
bishop of Tours with the classical dulcedo of Venantius the
wandering Italian. Helen Waddell once wrote:

And in the grim if humorous world of Gregory of Tours,
brutal and debauched, his [Venantius's] aper,us of lovely
things, a green parrot on a tapestry, violets and primroses
on the altar at Easter, moonlight on a church floor, are a
proof that the sense of beauty lingered. 85

What we have seen is, if anything, the opposite to a "linger­
ing" of the passing beauty of the classical world. We have been
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treated, instead, to a carefully maintain.ed crescendo of beauty
in poetry, in ceremonial, and in shimulering art around a new
and obsessive theme. Gregory and Fortunatus share in the
extraordinary emotional feat connected with the rise of the cult
of saints in late antiquity. Both men turned the summum malum
of physical death preceded by suffering into a theme into which
all that was most beautiful and refined in their age could be
compressed. Without this feat, the "perennial Hellenism" as­
sociated with the beauty of the faces in the rows of saints in
Paradise who looked down on Venarltius as he grew up in
Ravenna, whose classical grace still haunts the visitor to that
town, might have had less cause to linger in the West.
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Praesentia

In a characteristic moment of penetrating dis­
approval, Hegel wrote of the piety of the middle
ages:

The Holy as a mere thing has the character of
externality; thus it is capable of being taken
possession of by another to my exclusion; it
may come into an alien hand, since the pro­
cess of appropriating it is not one that takes
place in Spirit, but is conditioned by its qual­
ity as an external object. The highest of
human blessings is in the hands of others. 1

Hegel was speaking of the role of the clergy as
the guardians of the Eucharist in the middle
ages. But in the cult of relics also, late-antique
and early-medieval piety lived down with gusto
to his strictures. This cult gloried in particularity.
Hie locus est: "Here is the place," or simply hie, is
a refrain that runs through the inscriptions on
the early martyrs' shrines of North Africa. 2 The
holy was available in one place, and in each such
place it was accessible to one group in a manner
in which it could not be accessible to anyone
situated elsewhere.

By localizing the holy in this manner, late­
86 antique Christianity could feed on the facts of
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distance and on the joys of proximity. This distance might be
physical distance. For this, pilgrimage was the remedy. As
Alphonse Dupront has put it, so succinctly, pilgrimage was
"une therapie par l'espace."3 The pilgrim committed himself or
herself to the "therapy of distance" by recognizing that what he
or she wished for was not to be had in the immediate environ­
ment. 4 Distance could symbolize needs unsatisfied, so that, as
Dupront continues, "Ie pelerinage demeure essentiellement
depart": pilgrimage remains essentially the act of leaving. 5 But
distance is there to be overcome; the experience of pilgrimage
activates a yearning for intimate closeness. For the pilgrims
who arrived after the obvious "therapy of distance" involved in
long travel found themselves subjected to the same therapy by
the nature of the shrine itself. The effect of "inverted mag­
nitudes" sharpened the sense of distance and yearning by
playing out the long delays of pilgrimage in miniature. For the
art of the shrine in late antiquity is an art of closed surfaces.
Behind these surfaces, the holy lay, either totally hidden or
glimpsed through narrow apertures. TIle opacity of the surfaces
heightened an awareness of the ultimate unattainability in this
life of the person they had traveled over such wide spaces to
touch. 6

In Tebessa, the approach to the shrinle, as it wound past high
walls, swung under arches, crossed cO'urtyards, and finally de­
scended into a small half-submerged chamber, was a micro­
cosm of the long journey of pilgrimage itself. 7 At the shrine of
Saint Lawrence at Rome, the first sign of patronage by a Chris­
tian emperor involved a heightening of the effect of distance;
Constantine installed flights of stairs leading up and down from
the grave, and "shut off" the grave itself with a grille of solid
silver weighing a thousand pounds, tilUS keeping the tomb of
Lawrence still at a short distance froln the pilgrims. 8 At the
shrine of Saint Peter, a whole ritual of access was played out:

Whoever wishes to pray there [writes Gregory of Tours]
must unlock the gates which encircle the spot, pass to where
he is above the grave and, opening a little window, push his
head through and there make the supplication that he needs. 9

Golden keys to open these gates were treasured and potentially
miraculous relics of the Roman pilgrirrlage,lO as were the little
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cloths, the brandea, which the pilgrims lowered on to the tomb
below, drawing them up heavy with the blessing of Saint
Peter. 11 When the young prince Justinian wrote from Con­
stantinople for a fragment of the priceless body of Saint Peter
itself, he was flatly refused, and was sent instead one such
cloth, inserted from a special window. 12 A yearning for prox­
imity kept so carefully in suspense occasionally exploded. The
Carthaginian noblewoman Megetia, as we have seen, had
committed herself to the "therapy of distance" by traveling
away from her family to the shrine of Saint Stephen in nearby
Uzalis. 13 But she could not rest at that:

While she prayed at the place of the holy relic shrine, she
beat against it, not only with the longings of her heart, but
with her whole body so that the little grille in front of the
relic opened at the impact; and she, taking the Kingdom of
Heaven by storm, pushed her head inside and laid it on the
holy relics resting there, drenching them with her tears. 14

The carefully maintained tension between distance and
proximity ensured one thing: praesentia, the physical presence
of the holy, whether in the midst of a particular community or
in the possession of particular individuals, was the greatest
blessing that a late-antique Christian could enjoy. For, as we
have seen in previous chapters, the praesentia on which such
heady enthusiasm focused was the presence of an invisible per­
son. The devotees who flocked out of Rome to the shrine of
Saint Lawrence, to ask for his favor or to place their dead near
his grave, were not merely going to a place; they were going to a
place to meet a person~d dominum Laurentium. 15 We have also
seen how the fullness of the invisible person could be present at
a mere fragment of his physical remains and even at objects,
such as the brandea of Saint Peter, that had merely made contact
with these remains. 16 As a result, the Christian world came to
be covered with tiny fragments of original relics and with "con­
tact relics" held, as in the case of Saint Peter, to be as full of his
praesentia as any physical remains. 17 Translations-the move­
ment of relics to people-and not pilgrimages-the movement
of people to relics-hold the center of the stage in late-antique
and early-medieval piety. A hectic trade in, accompanied by



89 Praesentia

frequent thefts of, relics is among the nlost dramatic, not to say
picaresque, aspects of western Christendom in the middle
ages. 18 Only comparatively recently have medievalists suc­
ceeded in rendering this startling behavior intelligible. 19

Let us consider for a moment the imlnediate profile and con­
sequences of the beliefs that first encollraged the translation of
relics in the late fourth century. If relics could travel, then the
distance between the believer and the place where the holy
could be found ceased to be a fixed, physical distance. It took on
the shifting quality of late-Roman social relationships: dis­
tances between groups and persons were overcome by gestures
of grace and favor,2o and the dangerously long miles of the
imperial communications system were overcome by a strenu­
ously maintained ideology of unanimity and concord. 21 Those
who possessed the holy, in the form of portable relics, could
show gratia by sharing these good thi]rlgs with others, and by
bringing them from the places where they had once been exclu­
sively available to communities scattered throughout the
Roman world. Behind every relic that \-vas newly installed in its
shrine throughout the Mediterranean" there had to lie some
precise gesture of good will and solidarity. The inscription on
an African shrine records merely the fact of distance overcome:
"A piece of the wood of the Cross, from the Land of Promise,
where Christ was born."22 But Paulinus, writing inscriptions
for his friend Sulpicius Severus, leaves us in no doubt of the
reassuring touch of human friendship behind the "moment of
high and terrible emotion" 23 of the arrival of such a fragment at
Nola:

Hoc Melani sanctae delatum munere Nolam
Summum Hierosolymae venit ab urbe bonum.

[Brought as a gift to Nola by the holy Melania,
this, the highest of all goods, has come from the
city of Jerusalem]24

As a result, the transfer of relics, especially from the Holy Land
to the Christian communities of the ~Nestern Mediterranean,
can serve the historian as a faithful "trace element" that enables
him to take an X-ray photograph of the intricate systems of
patronage, alliance and gift-giving that linked the lay and the
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clerical elites of East and West in the late Roman Empire. In
recent years, the theme of notable pilgrimages and translations
of relics has passed from the sober domain of hagiographical
antiquarianism into a series of elegant studies of patronage and
politics among the Christian governing classes of the late fourth
and early fifth centuries-I refer particularly to the work of
David Hunt in England and of Ken Holum of the University of
Maryland. 25

I would like to point out some of the implications of this
development. The yearning of pilgrimage and a "therapy of
distance," associated with the neutral fact that a particular land­
scape lay at an unchangeable distance from other centers, came
to be detached from a purely geographical setting: the holy
could be brought ever closer through gestures of concord and
gift giving which the men of late antiquity and the early middle
ages treasured as the cement of their social world. A network of
"interpersonal acts," that carried the full overtones of late­
Roman relationships of generosity, dependence, and solidarity,
came, in one generation, to link the Atlantic coast to the Holy
Land; and, in so doing, these "interpersonal acts" both facili­
tated and further heightened the drive to transmute distance
from the holy into the deep joy of proximity.

Without an intense and wide-ranging network of late-Roman
relationships of amicitia and unanimitas among the late-fourth­
century impresarios of the cult of saints, relics would not have
traveled as far, as fast, or with as much undisputed authority as
they did. If this had not happened, if the translation of relics
had not gained a major place in Christian piety, the spiritual
landscape of the Christian Mediterranean might have been very
different. It might have resembled that of the later Islamic
world: the holy might have been permanently localized in a few
privileged areas, such as the Holy Land, and in "cities of the
saints," such as Rome. There might have been a Christian
Mecca or a Christian Kerbela, but not the decisive spread of the
cult of major saints, such as Peter and Paul, far beyond the
ancient frontiers of the Roman world, as happened in Europe of
the dark ages. Elsewhere, the holy might have been tied to the
particularity of local graves that enjoyed little or no prestige
outside their own region. 26 By the early fifth century, the
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strictly "geographical" map of the availability of the holy,
which had tied the praesentia of the saints to the accidents of
place and local history, had come to be irreversibly modified by
a web of new cult sites, established by the translation of relics,
which reflected the dependence of communities scattered all
over Italy, Gaul, Spain, and Africa on the enterprise and
generosity of a remarkable generation of distant friends.

Recent studies of the social and political contexts of transla­
tions of relics have revealed with such delightful, and even
damaging, circumstantiality the relation.s and the motives of the
principal human participants, that we should not forget the
prime giver of good things, who was thought by late-antique
men to stand behind the busy story of the discovery, the
transfer, the accumulation-even, at times, the bare-faced
robbery-of the holy. God gave the relic; in the first instance,
by allowing it to be discovered, and then by allowing it to be
transferred. As Augustine said in a sermon on Saint Stephen:
"His body lay hidden for so long a time. It came forth when
God wished it. It has brought light to aU lands, it has performed
such miracles."2? Nowhere did the silver lining of God's am­
nesty shine more clearly from behind the black cloud of the
late-antique sense of sin that in accounts of the discovery and
translation of relics. For these accounts are shot through with a
sense of the miracle of God's mercy ill allowing so precious a
thing as the praesentia of the holy dead to become available to
the Christian congregations in their ow'n place and in their own
times.

Behind the awkward Latin of the account by the priest
Lucianus of the discovery of the body of Saint Stephen in a field
outside the village of Caphargamala, in 415, we can sense the
hopes and fears of the Aramaic speakers of the region. 28
Lucianus is warned to announce the good news to the bishop
of Jerusalem:

For it is especially fitting that we should be revealed in the
time of your priesthood.... For the world is in danger, from
the many sins into which it falls every day.29

When the coffin of Saint Stephen finally made its appearance,
the touch of the divine mercy was overwhelming:
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At that instant the earth trembled and a smell of sweet per­
fume came from the place such as no man had ever known
of, so much that we thought that we were standing in the
sweet garden of Paradise. And at that very hour, from the
smell of that perfume, seventy-three persons were healed. 30

This mercy was further ratified by a downpour of rain which
ended the cruel winter drought:

And the earth drank its fill, and all here glorified the Lord,
because of Stephen his holy one, and because our Lord Jesus
Christ had deigned to open to this imperiled world the
heavenly treasure of his mercy and lovingkindness. 31

The discovery of a relic, therefore, was far more than an act of
pious archaeology, and its transfer far more than a strange new
form of Christian connoisseurship: both actions made plain, at
a particular time and place, the immensity of God's mercy. They
announced moments of amnesty. They brought a sense of de­
liverance and pardon into the present.

They could condense moods of public confidence. Thus,
there is nothing strange in the decision of the church historian
Sozomen to end his history with the story of the discovery and
translation to Constantinople of the relics of the prophet
Zechariah. Such an event made more plain even than did the
cessation of barbarian invasion and civil wars the mood of
public confidence on which the writer deemed it politic to end
an account of the prosperity enjoyed by the Eastern Empire
under Theodosius II. God had made manifest his approval of
the reign of Theodosius by making accessible to the inhabitants
of his empire the praesentia of the long-buried dead. 32

A sense of the mercy of God lies at the root of the discovery,
translation, and installation of relics. In such a mood, the relic
itself may not have been as important as the invisible gesture of
God's forgiveness that had made it available in the first place;
and so its power in the community was very much the con­
densation of the determination of that community to believe
that it had been judged by God to have deserved the praesentia
of the saint. It is in this light that we can best see the steady
drain of relics into the new capital, Constantinople. 33 The pre­
cise events of the discovery of the relic and the ceremonies
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surrounding its arrival and installatiofL counted for more than
the mere fact of its presence in the city. Many relics lapsed into
obscurity after their arrival. What mattered was the arrival it­
self. This was an unambiguous token of God's enduring capac­
ity to forgive the inhabitants of the rapidly growing, tension­
ridden city. 34 As recognitions by God of the "manifest destiny"
of the new capital and its right to survive, translations of relics
were carefully remembered in art and liturgy on the same foot­
ing as those blessed moments when God had brought to a halt
the awesome rumble of earth tremors. 35

The discovery and the installation of a relic, therefore, was
surrounded by a sense of amnesty and a heightening of morale.
Precisely because of this, late-Roman :men felt free to seek, in
the ceremonies surrounding the cult of saints, a positive rep­
lication of social relations that preoccupied them so deeply.
For the ravages of sin in late-antique social and personal re­
lationships were suspended on those lligh moments when the
invisible persons took up their place in the community: the
praesentia of the saint could be associated with unambiguously
good happenings in a world only too cluttered with bad hap­
penings. As a result, the ceremonial and literature that sur­
rounded the arrival, the installation, and the annual celebra­
tion of the cult of a patron saint in the western Mediterranean,
from the late fourth to the sixth centuries, built up a carefully
articulated model of ideal relationships. This model helped the
inhabitants of the towns to make sense of the seedy and ambiv­
alent facts of life in the western provirlces during the last cen­
tury of the Western Empire and the first century of barbarian
rule. If, as Ortega y Gasset once wrote, "The virtues which
count most for us are those we do not possess," then the cult of
saints, from the fourth century onwards, made plain the virtues
which late-Roman men lacked and wished for most: concord
and the unsullied exercise of power. Let us examine the manner
in which the cult of saints articulated these two themes in the
public life of the Christian communities. First, the theme of
concord.

In the first place, the translation of relics symbolized the
newly achieved solidarity of an empire-wide class. The late
fourth century saw the formation of a new Christian elite of
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bishops and noble pilgrims. Much as the Sophists of the second
century A.D. had found that the patronage of the Roman em­
perors and alliance with Roman governing families had raised
them suddenly from positions of a purely local importance to a
role in the empire as a whole that was "conspicuous and stun­
ning,"36 so the bishops and the upper-class pilgrims of the
fourth century found themselves increasingly committed to the
wide and dangerous world of the new Christian empire. As
Macrina used to remind her brother,

Your father enjoyed a considerable reputation in his time for
his culture; but his fame reached no further than the law
courts of his own region. Later, he became known as a
teacher of rhetoric throughout all Pontus. But all he wished
for was fame within the bounds of. his own home country.
You, however, are a name to conjure with in far cities,
peoples and provinces. 37

The new members of this Christian elite were in an exception­
ally strong position to encourage the discovery and translation
of relics. Their wide journeys and their unanswerable social
prestige made it easy for them to appropriate and to give the
stamp of authority to fragments of the holy. Yet there were also
deeper reasons: the cult of saints, as I have described it in
chapter 3,38 rendered eminently intelligible the social position
of these restless figures. Like those who were committed to
permanent ascetic withdrawal, such as Paulinus at Nola, highly
placed strangers in foreign parts needed the constant presence
of invisible companions on their journeys, both for protection
and as supernatural extensions of their own immense prestige.
Members of a class held together, ideally, by tenacious bonds of
friendship, they throve on the frequent interchange of visible
tokens of their unanimitas. 39 Relics offered a way of expressing
both protection and solidarity. Their discovery and transfer
rendered tangible, as the mere sense of the overshadowing of a
guardian angel could not have done, the distinctly proprietary
relationship which lonely and enterprising men and women
had always been expected to establish with their invisible
guardians. 40 Thus, the passing of relics from one community to
another, or their discovery, heightened the special status of the
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members of the Christian elite by ITlaking them privileged
agents, personally involved in administering the lovingkind­
ness of God. As Ambrose said of his o\vn role in the discovery
of the bodies of Gervasius and Protasillls,

Although this is a gift from God, yet I cannot deny the grace
and favor which the Lord Jesus has bestowed on the time
of my priesthood; for because I have not gained the status
of a martyr, I have at least acquired these martyrs for yoU. 41

Later, in the age of Sidonius Apollinaris and his colleagues42

and of Gregory of Tours, we see the bishops of Gaul, in fre­
quent discoveries and translations of relics, discreetly backing
into the limelight of the newly found praesentia of the saints. It
was their merita, their personal high standing with God, that
had gained the mercy of new protectors for their community.43

Gaudentius of Brescia is one example of the new type of
traveler. A wealthy man of ascetic lea:nings and strong antip­
athy to the Arian views then domiJnant in northern Italy,
Gaudentius had decided to travel to the Holy Land. In Cap­
padocia he had received from the nuns of Caesarea relics of the
forty martyrs of Sebaste, which they ]1ad received from none
other than Saint Basi1. 44 The community had "deigned to be­
stow" these on him as "faithful companions" of his journey:45
the gift in distant Cappadocia had beerl a gesture of acceptance
and solidarity. 46 Gaudentius echoed tIle gesture on his return.
He called the church in which he placed these and other relics in
Brescia "The Gathering of the Saints," concilium sanctorum. 47

Preaching in around 387 at a time when only a few of his col­
leagues had been able to travel to Brescia for fear of an im­
pending barbarian invasion,48 his "Church of the Gathering of
the Saints" stood out, for Gaudentius, as a monument of hap­
pier days of ideal solidarity in a less dislocated world.

It was the same, a decade later, with Victricius of Rouen. We
meet him first in a small circle of ascetics: Paulinus, Saint Mar­
tin, and he had once coincided at Vienne. 49 But Victricius's
world soon became dangerously wide. As bishop of Rouen, he
had come to live on the frayed edges of the Roman Empire,
among the barbarians and pirates of the Seine estuary. 50 Along
the English channel, the administrative unity on which the
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solidarity of Victricius's class had rested was rapidly vanish­
ing. 51 Throghout northern Gaul, the Mediterranean had come
to seem a long way away.52 Yet, in these years, Victricius
maintained his correspondence with Paulinus, now settled in
Nola, visited Rome around 403,53 wrote to Pope Innocent for
examples of the custom of the Roman church to apply in his
diocese,54 and had even visited Britain around 394 to re­
establish the concord of the churches. 55 Solidarities emphasized
in the relatively safe environment in which Gaudentius had
obtained and installed his relics in Brescia now needed yet
more explicit tokens of ideal concord and of supernatural pro­
tection. Victricius had traveled to Britain with relics that came
to him from northern Italy:56 "habeo vestrarum praesentiam
majestatum."57 In a world less certain than the well-patroled
pilgrimage routes of Asia Minor and the Near East, Victricius
could "enjoy the company of these majestic presences." Secure
in his own close relationship to his invisible companions, Vic­
tricius now placed the protection they had offered him at the
disposal of the whole Christian congregation. 58 It was a re­
assuring gesture of distance shrinking to a community in
danger of becoming an isolated sub-Roman region. For by the
effect of "inverted magnitudes" which, as we have seen, so
impressed his friend Paulinus, Victricius was able to bring to
Rouen tiny fragments that condensed the solidarity of the
whole Christian world: "So great a multitude of citizens of
Heaven ... so mysterious a unity of heavenly power."59 In his
sermon De laude sanctorum Victricius deliberately presented the
installation of his relics as an event heavy with paradox: the
splinters of bone and drops of blood were mysteriously joined
to an immense invisible unity that embraced the cult sites of the
entire Mediterranean. It was a moment for the distant congre­
gation in Rouen to linger on the ideal of "a perfect and total
concord."60

The late-Roman preoccupation with concord can be seen on
every level of public life. The sermons of Gaudentius and Vic­
tricius allow us to sense its weight on an empire-wide scale. For
the massed fragments of relics gathered together in one place
both condensed the ideal unity of the Christian church, as it
had first been fused together by the Holy Ghost at Pentecost,
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and could be spoken of in a language also heavy with late­
Roman secular ideals of concord and solidarity between distant
friends and distant regions. 61 Yet the reJlics also emphasized the
concord of the local community. The unity of the little frag­
ments, some of them quite indistinguislh.able from each other,62
summed up the ideal concord of the co:mmunity in which they
had come to rest. It is interesting to note how frequently late­
Roman Christian communities emphasized the fact that they
had more than one saint in their midst. While later centuries
seem to have been more content to have one, single patron saint
as protector, many late-Roman commu11ities chose, instead, to
opt for doublets: Peter and Paul in ROITLe, Felix and Fortunatus
in Aquileia. 63 What we know about the associations of the cult
of Peter and Paul in Rome makes us StlSpect that such an em­
phasis was deliberate: the feast of a pair of saints was a feast of
concord in a potentially deeply divided city. 64 The festival of a
pair of saints reenacted a highly pertinent "foundation myth"
for the Christian community. It stressed the specifically late­
Roman miracle by which two brothers--even two clergy­
men!-had managed to end their lives in perfect harmony.
As Chromatius of Aquileia said, in his sermon on Saints
Felix and Fortunatus: they "have adorned our own unity with a
glorious martyrdom."65 Such festivals gave an explicit, clerical
interpretation to the spontaneous and largely unthinking out­
bursts of fellow-feeling associated with the shrines of the
saints. 66

If we look at the ceremonial of the sairLts in later centuries, we
find the same pattern. The world of Gregory of Tours is full of
serried ranks of saints. For the tombs of the individual saints
are rarely allowed to stand alone in their neighborhood. Not
every city had a single patron saint. 67 Rather, the bishops wove
around each shrine a web of invisible colleagues that did justice
to the enduring sense of the solidarity of the senatorial episco­
pate of Gaul. Centuries-old memories of senatorial and imperial
concord stirred on the festivals of the saints. At the shrine of
Saint Julian of Brioude, an area slightly set back from the towns,
and precisely for that reason a joining I)oint for the whole Au­
vergne, the possessed shout out: "Why do you bring in strang­
ers to this place? You have gathered a whole council of the
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saints."68 Adgregasti concilium: it is an image of united power,
such as Gaudentius had appealed to over a century previously
in his church foundation at Brescia. In a Gaul where the old
yearnings for concordia among the great had lost none of their
relevance,69 the martyrs maintained some sense of awesome
solidarity as they worked together "in the triumphal train of
Christ." 70

It is in the light of this double preoccupation with concord
and the exercise of power that we should approach the ceremo­
nial that welcomed the saint into the community in the first
place and then reenacted each year at his festival the arrival of
the saint's praesentia among his people. The De laude sanctorum
of Victricius of Rouen, and later evidence, make plain that such
ceremonies were consciously modeled on the ceremonial of the
emperor's adventus, or "arrival in state" at a City.71 In order to
understand their full meaning, therefore, we must look for a
moment at the associations and the function of that basic cere­
mony. For it is easy to be misled by late-Roman ceremonial. It
has so often been presented exclusively as a device by which
the majesty of the emperor was made plain to his subjects, and
his person rendered inaccessible and awesome. Yet a more dif­
ferentiated treatment of imperial ceremonial has made plain
that such ceremonies were not played out merely to astonish
and overawe the emperor's subjects: they were subtly orches­
trated both so as to enlist and to register the participation of the
urban communities who attended the imperial adventus. Thus,
far from being ceremonies limited to the court alone and de­
voted exclusively to the exaltation of the emperor's person, the
ceremonies of the imperial adventus had always meant as much
to the community which welcomed the emperor as they did to
the emperor himself and his entourage. They registered a mo­
ment of ideal concord. For all groups in the community could
unite in acclaiming the emperor's presence among them. 72 Each
separate category within the city-young and old, men and
women, tradesmen and nobility, foreigners and locals-had its
rightful place in the ceremony of welcome. 73 The praesentia of
the Emperor, therefore, was held to embrace the whole, un­
divided community. 74
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It is this aspect of the ceremony of adventus as a moment of
ideal concord between the separate components of a small town
that emerges most clearly from the sem10n of Victricius and in
the practice of the fifth- and sixth-centlLry church in Gaul. Vic­
tricius used the solemn occasion of the arrival of his relics to
place new social categories on the map of the Christian commu­
nity of Rouen. For Victricius was not OIlly a bishop. He was an
admirer of Saint Martin and a patron of the new, frequently
suspect, ascetic movement. 7S By treating the arrival of his relics
as analogous to that of an emperor, he 1Nas not only emphasiz­
ing their invisible majesty; he was ensuring that their arrival
would be an occasion for the Christians of Rouen to find room,
in their view of their own community, for a further category. A
solemn cortege of chanting monks and virgins now paraded
alongside the traditional ranks of the clergy. 76

Thus, the ceremonial of the saints came to be used in Gaul
both to differentiate and to widen the Christian community.
The saint's festivals were occasions when room had to be found
for all categories of Catholic Christians, new and old alike. A
few generations after Victricius preached in Rouen, the novel
choirs of monks were joined by equally disturbing
outsiders-the Frankish counts of the city, surrounded by their
alien bodyguards. 77 Without the studiously all-inclusive cere­
monial life that had been developed for the festivals of the
saints, it would have been difficult to find a place for these
outsiders in the life of the little towns of southern Gaul of the
sixth century, whose capacity for deep rancor Gregory of Tours
had described so well and so frequently. The Catholicism of the
Franks meant, above all, their right to participate in great cere­
monies of urban consensus. 78 It was by patronizing the basilicas
of the saints and by appearing at their festivals, for instance,
that Willithruta of Paris, a striking Frankish blonde from a war­
rior family of exemplary tribal ferocity, could gain acceptance in
her community as "Roman in her devotion, if barbarian by
birth."79

The ceremonials of adventus, therefore, as these were con­
tinued in the cult of the saints, could \viden the bounds of the
Christian urban community by giving a place to each one of the
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various groups within it. They might do more than that. For the
festival of a saint was conceived of as a moment of ideal con­
sensus on a deeper level. It made plain God's acceptance of the
community as a whole: his mercy embraced all its disparate
members, and could reintegrate all who had stood outside in
the previous year. Hence the insistence that all Catholic Chris­
tians should be able to participate fully in the saint's festival.
The terror of illness, of blindness, of possession, or of prison
resided in the fear that, at that high moment of solidarity, the
sinner would be seen to have been placed by his affliction out­
side the community:

"Oh woe is me," a blind woman had cried to Saint Martin,
"for blinded by my sins, I do not deserve to look upon
this festival with the rest of the people."80

Hence the miracles which Gregory of Tours treasured at the
festival of Saint Martin were miracles of reintegration into the
community. The barriers that had held the individual back from
the consensus omnium were removed. "With all the people
looking on," the crippled walk up to receive the Eucharist. 81

The prisoners in the lockhouse roar in chorus to be allowed to
take part in the procession, and the sudden breaking of their
chains makes plain the amnesty of the saint. 82 The demons
loose the bonds by which they had held the paralyzed and the
possessed at a distance from their fellow men. 83 At that moment
the amnesty of the saint's presence was proclaimed in the man­
ner most astonishing to late-Roman men: the Christian com­
munity had, for a blessed moment, become one again. 84

The translation of relics had made plain in clear and abiding
ritual gestures the structures of patronage and the solidarities
that bound together the Christian elites of the Western Roman
Empire in its last century. The ceremonial of their installation
and the annual celebration of their festival further emphasized
the urgent need for concord on the local level. But the praesentia
of the saint also spoke to the Christian congregation about yet
another urgent concern; the nature of the exercise of power in
their midst: and it did so in a manner shot through with the
imaginative dialectic that we traced in the last chapter.

We must not forget that, while the relic might be discovered,
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transferred, installed, and the annual lnemory of the saint be
celebrated in an atmosphere of high ceremony associated with
unambiguously good happenings, the relic itself still carried
with it the dark shadows of its origirL: the invisible person,
whose praesentia in the midst of the C:hristian community was
now a token of the unalloyed mercy of IGod, had not only once
died an evil death; but this evil death had been inflicted by an
evil act of power. 85 The martyrs had been executed by the per­
secutors, or, in the case of Saint MartirL, his life as a confessor
had been punctuated by dramatic COIlflicts with unjust and
proud authorities. 86 Their deaths, therefore, involved more
than a triumph over physical pain; they were vibrant also with
the memory of a dialogue with and a triumph over unjust
power. If the passio of the saint played t):le same ceremonial role
in registering the invisible adventus of the saint as had the
panegyric on the occasion of the imperial "arrival in state,"
then we are dealing with a very strange panegyric indeed: for
with the reading of the passio, the shadow of an act of unjust
power, dramatically described, edges across the bright cere­
mony of the arrival of the saint in imperial majesty. Just as the
fact of an evil death is suppressed by the imagery of the saint in
Paradise, and its memory made all the more potent for being
thus excluded, so, in the De laude sanctorum of Victricius, the
memory of the ceremonial of the arrival of an emperor, with
which the saint is now identified, is flan.ked by the memory of a
scene of judgment and execution that is now all the more con­
spicuous for its absence:

We see no executioner now on this sF.ot, no bared sword.
We approach the altars of the divine authorities; no blood
thirsty enemy is present ... no torturer hovers in the back­
ground. 87

We should not underestimate the gusto with which the
Christian communities of the western Mediterranean turned
the celebration of the memory of the martyrs into a reassuring
scenario by which unambiguously good power, associated with
the amnesty of God and the praesentia of the martyr, overcame
the ever-lurking presence of evil power. 88 The feasts of the
martyrs, and the reading of their passiones on that occasion, did
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more than allow individuals to live through a drama of the
resolution of pain and illness; the local community as a whole
could live through, at the martyr's feast, a tense moment when
potent images of "clean" and "unclean" power came together.

The long drawn-out interrogations, the exchange of black
jokes, and the gruesome descriptions of torture that are so obtru­
sive a feature of Prudentius's poems on the martyrs offer more
than the spectacle of triumph over pain: they paint, in heavy
tones taken from the known horrors of late-Roman judicial
practice, the dark side of the ideal "clean" power now as­
sociated with the praesentia of the saints. 89

The healing of the evils of power plainly preoccupied the
crowds that gathered in the shrines almost as much as did the
healing of the evils of the body. The priest who preached to the
crowds of pilgrims assembled from Carthage and its neigh­
borhood at the shrine of Saint Stephen at Uzalis warmed readily
to such themes: for these registered the impact of the power of
the saint in a full public setting. 90 Florentius was a man known
to the community. As municipal accountant for Carthage, he
had been accused of embezzlement. Dragged before the pro­
consul, "the angry authority rose up with a terrible voice." It
was a bad moment": "At once, a deep chill went through the
hearts of all present."91 Florentius was hung up for interroga­
tion on the rack. With that high good humor common among
agents of the law in its more painful processes, the torturer
nudged him in the ribs at that juncture and said: "Now is the
time to pray to Saint Stephen." Lifting his eyes to the pro­
consul, he noticed the bench on which the assistants and
friends of the proconsul were sitting, both as his legal advisers
and as the patroni of the community grouped round the impe­
rial representative. Instead of the unpleasant face of one of
these, "ugly and scoured with wrinkled age," he saw a young
man with a shining complexion: Stephen had become the pa­
tronus and suffragator of Florentius beside the proconsul, and
was gesturing to him with the right hand not to worry. The
proconsul cooled off, so that Florentius saw in him "no longer a
judge but a father."92

It was a story which plainly lost nothing in the telling. What
is revealing is the manner in which, through the intervention of
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Saint Stephen, the exercise of power irL a situation where local
opinion had been prepared to favor the culprit, had been
"washed clean" to everyone's satisfaction: Florentius was very
literally "let off the hook"; the patron.age system of the late­
Roman courts was made to work by the substitution of Saint
Stephen for the ill-favored old man; and the proconsul could
step back into his ideal role as father of the city. 93

Carthage at that time was still a carefully governed city. The
unpleasant experience of Florentius was only a small part of a
series of brutal purges: Saint StepherL, it appears,' had done
little to protect Augustine's friend Marcellinus from summary
execution in those years. 94 Stephen's intervention merely
washed clean, in an ambiguous case, the undisrupted workings
of imperial strong government. Other, more rudderless regions
soon found themselves without a central government to "wash
clean." Here the saint intervened in a situation created by com­
peting patronage systems. In communities where de facto social
power was frequently exercised by groups that were in­
creasingly unacceptable to the Catholic congregations, either as
non-Catholics or as barbarians, the saint could cover with his
"clean" power the frequently abrasive process by which the
power of the Catholic bishop, backed by his congregation, at­
tempted to come up to level up with, or to hold in check, forms
of "unclean" power created by the stru.cture of secular govern­
ment. 9S

Such was the situation precipitated by the arrival of the relics
of Saint Stephen at Mahon in Minorca in 417. 96 That part of the
island had long been dominated by 'well-established Jewish
families. 97 For the Christians this had created an ambivalent
situation. In their opinion, under a Cllristian empire, "clean"
power should have been exercised by fhe bishop, or at least by
Catholic noblemen. In fact, the secular structures of the Empire
had unambiguously designated a Jewish doctor of the law and
father of the synagogue, Theodorus, as the unchallenged leader
of the community: he had been exempted from municipal bur­
dens, had acted as defensor of the city, and was now its pa­
tronus. 98 Theodore and his relatives stood at the head of a com­
munity where Jews and Christians llad learned to coexist,
sharing, for instance, in the same haunting beauty of their
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chanted Psalms. 99 Yet, at the time of the Vandal invasion of
Spain, the secular structures of the empire which had given
unchallenged power and privilege to Theodorus and his rela­
tives seemed far away from the Balearic Isles. The arrival of the
relics of Saint Stephen, coinciding as it did with a temporary
absence of Theodorus in Mallorca, provided the opportunity to
bring to an end his ambiguous position on the island. Stephen
was the true, the "clean" patronus, who could replace the
tainted and ambivalent power of a Jewish patronus. 100

Much of what followed was violent and highly unpleasant;
the reader must bear with me if, in describing a thoroughly
dirty business, where violence and fear of yet greater violence
played a decisive role, I limit myself to the perspective of
bishop Severus, our only source, and speak of the patrocinium of
Saint Stephen as "clean" power. 10l We sense, as in a few an­
cient texts, the horrid onset of communal religious violence, as
Jews and Christians suddenly and ominously ceased to greet
each other in the streets. 102 The synagogue was destroyed,l03
and the Jewish families driven for a time on to the bleak hill­
sides. l04 Yet it was something marginally more decent than a
mere pogrom. Bishop Severus is careful to present these events,
at least in retrospect, as part of the emergence of Stephen as the
true patronus of the city, capable, as Theodorus had been, of
embracing both Jews and Christians, in what was now the
"clean," unambivalent exercise of power. This emphasis im­
posed subtle restraints, if not on what happened, at least on the
manner the Christian community chose to remember an other­
wise brutal takeover. For, because Stephen was the ideal pa­
tronus, his arrival on the island was not seen as an occasion to
"purge" the island of Jews. lOS Rather it was seen as a bid to
establish the consensus of a divided community on a new,
"clean" basis. Within a few weeks, Theodorus and his relatives
had made their peace with the bishop. Though becoming
Christians, they maintained their full social status within their
own community, though now subject to the higher patrocinium
of Saint Stephen, and seated beside the Christian bishop as
Christian patroni. 106 Thus, far from being eradicated, the "un­
clean" power of the established Jewish families has been
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"washed clean" by being integrated into the Christian commu­
nity under Saint Stephen. And Saint Stephen was a patronus
skilled in the arts of consensus. He played his part by offering
good Jewish miracles. Jewish women see him as a globe of
fire;107 he scatters sweet manna on the hillside;108 at his touch,
sweet water springs from a cave. 109 As in Uzalis, so at Minorca,
Stephen, by resolving the tensions between intertwined and
potentially conflicting strucutres of po\ver, had emerged as the
patronus communis, "the patron of a11."110

It is in this way that little communities for whom the struc­
tures of the Roman Empire either mearlt little, or had ceased to
exist, grappled with the facts of local power in a changing
world. The praesentia of the saints had been made available to
them in gestures that condensed the poignant yearning for con­
cord and solidarity among the elites of the Western provinces in
its last century; yet, once available, t]1e imaginative dialectic
that surrounded the person of the saint insured that the shrine
would be more than a reminder of the ideal unity of a former
age: the shrine became a fixed point where the solemn, neces­
sary play of "clean power"-of potentia exercised as it should
be-could be played out in acts of healing, exorcism and rough
justice.



Chapter Six

Potentia

To visit a late-antique Christian shrine could be a
noisy and frightening experinece. Jerome wrote
of the first impact of the tombs of the prophets in
the Holy Land on the Roman pilgrim Paula:

She shuddered at the sight of so many mar­
velous happenings. For there she was met by
the noise of demons roaring in various tor­
ments, and, before the tombs of the saints,
she saw men howling like wolves, barking
like dogs, roaring like lions, hissing like
snakes, bellowing like bulls; some twisted
their heads to touch the earth by arching their
bodies backwards; women hung upside­
down in mid-air, yet their skirts did not fall
down over their heads. 1

Catholic Europe, as presented to a newcomer of
the late sixth century, was mapped out in terms
of the places in which such things happened. For
possession and exorcism in the great basilicas of
Catholic Gaul was held to be the one irrefutable
sign of the praesentia within them of the saints.
Thus Nicetius of Trier wrote to Chlodoswintha,
the wife of the Lombard king Alboin, newlyar­
rived in Italy from the Danube and toying with

106 the Arian heresy of his Ostrogothic predecessors:
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Let him send his men to the Lord Martin, on the day of his
festival, on the eleventh of November .... And what can I say
of the Lord Germanus, the Lord Hilarius, or the Lord Lupus,
where so many marvelous happenings take place that I can
hardly find words to express them: "vhen the possessed, that
is, those who have demons in them, float in the air, and the
demons in them are put to the torture to confess that these
saints are indeed the "lords" of which I speak. Does this
happen in the churches of the Arians? By no means; for God
and the lords the saints are not sensed to be present there.
For the demons cannot deny the place where the saints re­
side. 2

To a late-Roman man the drama of exorcism was the one dem­
onstration of the power of God that carried unanswerable au­
thority. In the healing of the possessed, the praesentia of the
saint was held to be registered with unfailing accuracy, and
their ideal power, their potentia, sho,",Tn most fully and in the
most reassuring manner. For the solemn and dramatic course of
possession and exorcism formed an exact fit with expectations
of the exercise of "clean" power whictl, as we have seen, clus­
tered around the tombs of the saints. Late-antique and early­
medieval men were not merely impressed by the melodramatic
associations of exorcism: they felt that in such a drama they
witnessed more clearly and with greater precision the manner
in which God, through his lords the saints, could stretch forth
into their midst the right hand of llis healing power. The
medicabilis divinae potentiae dextera, 3 from whose touch all mira­
cles sprang, was shown at its most "mysterious and terrifying"
in the shouts of the demons speaking through the possessed at
the shrines of the saints. 4

Let us begin, therefore, by following carefully the rhythm of a
cure by exorcism at a shrine, and, having seized this rhythm,
examine the implication for late-Roma11 and early-medieval so­
ciety as a whole of the decision of the Christian church to accept
such a cure as the paradigm of the exercise of the potentia of the
saints.

It is hardly surprising that, when faced with such noisy and
disturbing a phenomenon, modem scllolars have, like the deli­
cately nurtured Paula, blanched at the scenes enacted round the
shrines of late antiquity. Sober historians of the Christian
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church have declared that such phenomena, like the noisy cele­
brations at the saints' festivals, "are more problems of crowd
psychology than of Christian piety."s In so doing, they have
declared the study of exorcism, possibly the most highly rated
activity of the early Christian church, a historiographical
"no-go" area. Yet even "crowd psychology" has its surprises:
the work of Natalie Z. Davis, for instance, on the horrors of
religious violence in sixteenth-century France and on the up­
roarious carnivals of the post-Reformation cities, has demon­
strated how historians who are prepared to study such
phenomena with alertness and a strong stomach, can find that
they can catch behind what first strikes them as a cacophony of
random violence or exuberance, the strains of an alien music. 6 It
is the same with exorcism. Abundant anthropological material
has made the phenomenon of spirit possession eminently in­
telligible in observed, living societies. 7 Combined with
exhaustive treatments of the theme of exorcism and the de­
monic in the ancient world,8 these studies have made plain that
we are not dealing with some rare aberration of "popular" reli­
gion, but with the regular verbs in a stable grammar of the
impingement of the supernatural in society that stretches from
the New Testament deep into the middle ages.

Let us examine some aspects of the rhythm of possession and
exorcism as these contributed to build up a model of the work­
ing of the power and presence of the saints in late-antique
society. Most important of all for a late-antique man were the
heavy judicial overtones of the process of exorcism at a shrine.
Exorcism had always taken the form of a dialogue in which the
invisible authority behind the human agent of exorcism could
be seen to be pitted against the power of the demons who spoke
through the possessed human sufferer. 9 What was spelled out
with unfailing clarity at a late-Roman shrine was that this di­
alogue was a judicial inquiry. The horrors of a late-Roman
courtroom, which included the application of tortures in the
process of interrogation, the quaestio, were reenacted with
gusto, in invisible form, in the dialogue between the saint and
the demons in the possessed.

Nothing gave a more palpable face to the unseen praesentia of
the saint than did the heavy cries of the possessed. As Gregory
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of Tours said of the outburst of shouting by the possessed at the
tomb of Saint Julian at Brioude,

In this way they bring home the presence of the saints of
God to human minds, that there should be no doubt that the
saints are present at their tombs. 10

But this shouting was so convincing to late-Roman bystanders
because these were believed not to be random cries: they were
the audible and visible side of an inaudible and invisible judi­
cial inquiry. The praesentia of the saint is rendered manifest
because it is the praesentia of an active late-Roman judge, using
late-Roman methods of interrogation.

The imaginative dialectic, to which I have referred in my last
two chapters, was fully worked through in such a scene. The
original act of "unclean" power, by wllich the martyr had been
tortured and condemned is transmuted into its reverse. Now
the martyr is the judge; and the gods of paganism, the demons
who had stood behind his persecutors, are the culprits under
interrogation. 11 As Victricius of Rouen made plain, "clean"
power could not be shown in a more convincing manner. At an
altar from which the shadow of the lnemory of physical tor­
tures and execution has been studiously banished, an invisible
quaestio could now be reenacted:

A torturer bends over the unclean spirit, but is not seen.
There are no chains here now, yet tIle being who suffers is
bound. God's anger has other hooks to tear the flesh and
other racks to stretch invisible limbs. 12

We should remember that in the late-Roman quaestio, torture
was not an end in itself: it was applied only to gain the truth.
The dramatic dialogue between judge and culprit carried with it
a sincerity that pain alone could guararltee. 13 The demons in the
possessed, therefore, were not being punished by torture: they
were confessing the truth under torture. 14 Their recognition of
the potentia of the saint was all the more authoritative for hav­
ing been extracted in that way. When alive, the authority of
Saint Martin had elicited, in the agonized cries of the possessed
who flocked to him, a roll call of the names of the ancient gods:
this amounted to a definitive recognition by the demons, who
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bore the names of the gods, of the superior potentia of Martin
and his God. 1s

It was, indeed, the liberating precision of exorcism that
commended itself so strongly to late antique men. It was a
deeply reassuring drama for men anxious about themselves and
their society. For the truth behind confusing and complex situ­
ations could be seen to emerge through the invisible question­
ing of the saint. The horror of the demonic was its very
facelessness. The demons "did their business in the darkness,"
in the sense that they stood for the intangible emotional
undertones of ambiguous situations and for the uncertain mo­
tives of refractory individuals. 16 The vast prestige of Saint Mar­
tin came from the fact that, as an exorcist, he could concretize
and, so, mercifully delimit and render manageable tense mo­
ments, by being able to perceive and isolate the demon lurking
within them. Just as he enjoyed the nourishing converse of
angels, so "the devil also was clearly visible to his eyes­
conspicabilem et subjectum oculis."17 His conflict with the re­
fractory Brictio was rendered explicable by Martin's ability to
see, in Brictio, the sullen demons of competition;18 the terror
caused by a rumor of the advance of the barbarians on Trier was
"defused" by the manner in which Martin exorcized, from one
of the possessed, the demon who had spread an infectious
mood of panic. 19

We should not underestimate, therefore, the strong "con­
fessional" overtones of the scenario of exorcism. At a time when
the public penitential system of the Latin church was suffering
from the strains imposed by its ancient mechanisms, the old
ideal of public penance and forgiveness could be spasmodically
reenacted in the dramatic dialogue of exorcism. 20 By the seventh
century, the roll call of defeated gods that Martin once elicited,
had settled down to a more humdrum, but equally precise,
list of the sins that had exposed each sufferer to possession:

Each one of them confessed to their individual fault: one
because he had drunk a glass of water without making the
sign of the cross; another had exposed himself by gluttony,
another by perjury, another by theft, another by murder. 21

Throughout we are dealing with a phenomenon which, beneath
its flamboyant forms of acting out, still moved to the steady
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rhythms of Roman justice and preserved the values of the
early-Christian penitential discipline.

Possession and exorcism was not only a psychodrame which
the Christian community found peculiarly consonant with its
preoccupation with power and justice:: it was a drama in which
the individual might have a good reason to be implicated, as a
"possessed" sufferer. It is far from certain that all who came to
the shrine came because they had been possessed; some, at
least, came in order to be possessed: 22 and in so doing they could
place the rights and wrongs of their case before the praesentia of
the saint rather than expose themselves to the hard justice of
their fellows. The evidence from sixth-century Gaul suggests
that not all the possessed came to the shrines already in a state
of extreme disturbance. The borderline between voluntary and
involuntary possession was as fluid in late antiquity as it has
been observed to be in other societies. As a result, the pos­
sessed became a regular part of the life of the shrine. They were
a recognized group. They would be blessed daily. They were
given food. They were set to scrub the floor of the basilica. 23 At
the shrine of Saint Martin, they would join the other category,
the beggars, in taking up sticks and stones to defend the honor
of their saint. 24 Occasionally, they took the chestnuts out of the
fire by speaking the truth in public: some could be hired to
abuse a bishop;25 another, having praised a bishop and abused
a king, discreetly vanished. 26 Evidently, the invisible quaestio
of the saint could be an occasion for much plain speaking in the
midst of the Christian community. The basic reason for such
articulateness was that the exercise of the potentia of the saint
differed from the exercise of "unclean" power: not only was the
quaestio mercifully intangible; its aim ,,yas the reintegration into
the community of the individual human being through the as­
sertion against the demonic of the abiding resilience of his
human nature.

The weight of violence was directed away from the human
sufferer onto the demonic. For the possessed was always
thought of as totally dissociated. It was the demon within the
human being, and not the human being himself, which acted as
it did, writhing and leaping as it cried. out in pain and anger at
the interrogation of the saint: "Clamarltes propria aliena per ora
daemones [It is their own pains the demons shout through
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others' mouths].27 Hence the drama of exorcism was not merely
a drama of authority: it was a drama of reintegration. The
human being who had been swept far away from the human
community was solemnly reinstated among the warm mass of
his fellows. The process might begin, as Paula had witnessed it,
with the horror of the collapse of the categories that defined a
human being. 28 The possessed might howl like an animal29 or
flail in mid-air in the nonhuman region of the demonic. 30 It
ended, after the demon had been investigated, judged and
exclud~d, with the recuperation of the full human personality:
"lam totus vel solus homo in sua jura reversus [Now the man
alone returns entirely to his rightful place]"31 Hence the imagi­
native importance of the great prayers of exorcism that main­
tained and articulated, in liturgical form, the expectations of the
group at the shrine. These stressed the solemn ordering of the
universe at the Creation, the position of the sufferer as a temple
of God, and the awesome reentry of God into his temple. 32 They
were majestic assertions of true order and rightful possession in
a harsh and disorderly world. Such prayers were mirrored in
the overpowering visual impression of the great basilicas them­
selves: with their harmonious rows of columns, with their bril­
liant mosaics and gilded ceilings in which the sunlight seemed
trapped forever, with the subtle play of light and shadow
around their great candelabra,33 the shrines caught an echo of
the solemn joy of the first morning of man's creation:

For he who fixed the bounds of light and dark
Is he who drives black chaos from the martyrs'
tombs. 34

The regaining of the harmony of God's original creation im­
plied the regaining for the individual of a place among his
fellows. The hard boundaries of the group had to open to make
way for the human being who had, in so palpable a manner,
been delivered by the potentia of the saint from the demon that
had kept him apart. At the shrine of Gervasius and Protasius,
Augustine wrote, thieves who confessed their deeds in a state
of possession could make reparation for their robberies. 35
Compared with the vengeance demanded by the outside world,
the justice of the saint was all that justice should be--it was
manifest, swift and remarkably mild. 36
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The potentia of the saint was made plain by a further conse­
quence. Frequently in the work of Gregory of Tours, we find
that those who had been healed at tIle shrine gain from this
healing a change of social status. Serfs are emancipated from
their former owners, and become part of the familia of the saint,
either at the shrine itself, or on the estates of Saint Martin. 37 Not
that this necessarily amounted to a marked improvement.
When, in the eighth century, we find the monks of a great
monastery in Upper Egypt recruiting to their estates children
who had been healed at the shrine of the monastery's saint, we
are dealing with yet another harsh lmethod by which great
landowners mobilized their labor forc€'. A young man who was
present when his family discussed with the abbot the terms of
work to which the healing at the shritle had made him liable,
plainly heard nothing to his liking: he slipped away, took a boat
downstream to Cairo and was never seen in the village again. 38
The healed became the property of the invisible "lord" to the
exclusion of all other lords.

What every stage of the process of exorcism, and, more gen­
erally, of healing, spelled out for a late-antique man was that
healing and deliverance from the consequences of sin had to
pass through a precise set of interpersonal relations. Seldom
had "the power of the healing rigllt hand of God" been
stretched forth to mankind so palpably and so exclusively
through human links that maintained the fully panoply of the
late-Roman judicial system and the full implications of late­
Roman forms of dependence. Even a lJull was remembered as
having approached the shrine of Saint Julian, "not tossing with
his horns, but filled with a sense of fear, as if appearing before
the tribunal of a judge."39

We need only look outside the Christian communities to re­
alize how distinctive this overwhelmirLg emphasis on an inter­
personal relationship as the basis of all acts of healing could be.
Let us turn to the work of an almost exact contemporary and
fellow countryman of Saint Martin of Tours, to the De
medicamentis of the physician Marcellus of Bordeaux. 4o To com­
pare the miracles of healing, and especially of exorcism per­
formed by Martin, with the recipes for cures contained in the
work of Marcellus, is to enter another "Norld. We must be care­
ful, however, to define clearly in what way the two worlds
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differed. For they plainly overlapped in many ways. The
ministrations of Martin often took place at the country houses,
or with the full permission, of the same senatorial landowners
for whom Marcellus wrote. 41 It would be wrong to think of
exorcism as appealing merely to a "lower-class" segment of the
populations of Gaul. If anything, it is Marcellus, who in­
cludes in his book "the simple and efficacious remedies of
common country folk"42 and gives the Celtic names of many
medicinal plants including the shamrock,43 who brings us far
closer to popular Gallic practice than do the drastic and cere­
monious rituals of exorcism which Martin performed in palaces
and towns.

Nor should we blur the differences between the two men and
the two worlds which their attitudes to cure reveal. If we do
this, it is because the "two-tiered model" has seldom been
more tenacious than in the study of medicine in late antiquity.
If we judge the two men by the standards of modem rational
medicine, Marcellus, the purveyor of exotic recipes and folk
medicine, and Martin, the exorcist, fall equally far below an
acceptable level of intellectual respectability. The differences
between the two, and the implications of these differences, are
obscured in a fog of modern disapproval. It is habitual to read
through the De medicamentis with raised eyebrows, noting the
rich layers of folklore and superstition that lie beneath the thin
veneer of Hippocratic empiricism. 44

It we are to understand the implications of the Christian
model of healing, and the significance of its rise to prominence
as the paradigm of healing in the dominant shrines of Christian
Gaul, we must step aside from modern attitudes. Late-antique
medicine and healing cannot be judged from the single view­
point of whether or not its practices measure up to our own
image of rational science. We must accept the medical pluralism
of an ancient society. As Vincent Crapanzano has remarked of
modem Morocco: "In Morocco there is no single, socially
chartered therapeutic system with final authority."45 In late
antiquity, as in modem Morocco, the individual found himself
faced with a choice of therapeutic systems;46 and, in making his
or her choice, the patient would appeal to criteria that reflected
a precise social milieu. For the patient would depend on a
"support group" of relatives and acquaintances for information
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about healing and, more generally, would draw on shared at­
titudes that would designate one therapeutic system rather than
another as congruent with the expectations of the group on that
occasion. When no therapeutic system has final authority, as is
the case in parts of modem Morocco aIld was certainly the case
for the society of late-Roman Gaul, the process of choice is
frequently gone through, and, as a consequence, the social and
cultural criteria behind the choices are frequently mobilized:

In the morning, I decided to go to the fqih. My husband
said, "No it is necessary to go to the hospital." I an­
swered, "No, it is not an illness for the hospital, it is an
illness for the fqih . ... I too knew that it was an illness for the
fqih and the saint. When an infant falls sick and has fever
and breathes with difficulty, it is an illness which is for the
fqih. But when a child eats and vomits, when he is sick in
the intestines, then it is an illness for the hospital. Also, if he
chokes when he vomits, it is an illness for the hospital. I
learned to tell them apart from the neighbors."47

Late-Roman men passed their therapeutic systems through a
similar process of implicit accountancy.

What is noteworthy in the contrast lJetween the therapeutic
system that was "socially chartered" at Christian shrines and
the system to which Marcellus appealed, was the studious ab­
sence in the therapeutic system of Marcellus of a high-pitched
idiom of relationships of dependence. Those who drew their
cures from the traditions to which Marcellus appealed, and who
adopted the methods which he recommended, plainly lived in a
world where the exercise of potentia, and the dependence of the
individual on a clearly designated dominus and patronus, were
not elements from their social world that needed to be acted out
in the process of healing. The choice between Martin and Mar­
cellus was a choice of which types of human relations were
considered desirable to mobilize and to replicate in the process
of cure. Intense dependence on the potentia of another is tacitly
excluded, in the work of Marcellus, by a large measure of "au­
tarky" on the part of the patient. As Aline Rousselle has writ­
ten, in her seminal treatment, the reader of Marcellus has to
work out his own salvation, with the rneans placed at his dis­
posal in the book:
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II devient sujet actif de sa guerison. Le malade sait que de sa
concentration volontaire depend l'efficacite des formules et
amulettes. II beneficie donc, au niveau de la pratique, d'une
therapie globale. L'homme est engage, corps et esprit, dans
sa propre guerison. 48

There are some obvious reasons for this distinct approach.
The De medicamentis is written in the first place to teach men to
do without doctors and, especially, without surgery.49 The
greatest benefit that Marcellus promises in his preface is that
his book will enable the reader to cure himself, sine medici inter­
cessione. 50 As such, the De medicamentis fits into a long tradition
of handbooks of do-it-yourself medicine, which were always
particularly favored by great landowners who traveled fre­
quently and who would have found themselves separated from
urban medical services on their estates. 51 The medical manuals
of the early colonies of America are the direct descendents of the
genre: "Let all your victuals be light and temperate; and your
drink, Beer brewed with Sorrel Leaves, Pine Tops, Root of Ash
and a little Old Iron."52 Such manuals convey an image of the
body that assumes that the patient can avoid dependence on a
drastic and expensive therapeutic system: simple ingredients,
self-control, and a due sense of the blessings of the environ­
ment can confer on him a large measure o'f autarky in the pres­
ervation of his health.

Heaven be praised, there is little occasion to say anything of
the stone in the Bladder, there being few instances of it in
this Colony. Among the Gentry, the Madeira Wine, which
has but little Tartar in it, and the Molasses Beer, being soft
and cleansing, are happy Defences against the scourge of
Luxury and Laziness. 53

Behind even the most banal remedy, we can sense the un­
spoken decision of a small society on what specific resources,
social and moral as well as strictly medical, it can mobilize
against disease, and with what it can dispense. For Marcellus
makes his reader self-sufficient by making him dependent on
something other than his doctor. The links of dependence,
therefore, are subtly shifted from a precisely designated person
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to a diffused tradition to which the sufferer can have easy access
on his own terms.

Here we meet Marcellus, the descendant of the "religious
aristocracy" of Gaul. 54 From the dawn. of time, he writes, the
gods have made known to men the virtues of plants and the
correct combinations of spells and remedies. 55 A profound
sense of the unstinting generosity of the natural world and of
the constant gentle prompting of the gods in making its be­
neficent properties easily available to nlen runs through the De
medicamentis. 56 It accounts for the exclusively pagan tone of a
book whose author was possibly a IChristian writing for a
largely Christianized upper class. For Marcellus's paganism is
part and parcel of his therapeutic system: if healing was avail­
able to all men, independent of the mLonopoly established by
medical expertise, this was because, for any learned late­
antique doctor such as Marcellus, the availability of healing
implied a view of the medical traditionL whose roots went back
to those days when mortals communed with the gods. 57 It is the
same with Marcellus's incorporation of local material. The De
medicamentis has allowed scholars to scan the Gallic world in the
last century of paganism, collecting from it fragments of the
Gallic language and echoes of long-forgotten Celtic spells. 58
This is not because Marcellus, a doctor in Bordeaux, who may
have attended Athaulf and talked to the formidible Jerome
when on pilgrimage in the Holy Land, is the last of the
Druids;59 it is because the generosity of the gods had showered
on men both the learned traditions of an educated elite whose
works and remedies spanned the ancient Mediterranean60 and
the immemorial wisdom of their native lands. 61

The religious affiliations of Marcelllls and the precise reli­
gious roots of many of his remedies remain vague. What
emerges clearly, however, is the firm manner in which both the
genre of the book itself and the assumptions which led Marcellus
to write such a book offer a model of direct and unmediated
dependence of the individual on his environment. The book
sums up the wisdom latent in that environment: "like music in
an Italian street," it is available to all; arld Marcellus thinks it an
act of mercy to tell them SO.62 This environment is presented, in
most spells and remedies, as part of a wider world of magical
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sympathies that can be approached with unaffected ease by the
patient. No psychodrame of dependence and authority need ever
be played out. 63 A prayer on seeing the first swallow, accom­
panied by bathing the eyes in spring water, is enough to ward
off eye-diseases throughout the year. 64 One thinks, by way of
contrast, of the awesome association of pain transmuted into
majesty which Gregory of Tours saw behind the equally banal
eye salve provided by Saint Benignus. 65 As Aline Rousselle
says, speaking of the healing sanctuaries of Celtic Gaul: 'Le
co·ntact du patient ct du divin se fait en partie directement."66
Impressive though the pagan sanctuaries of fourth-century
Gaul might still have been, a visit to them, and contact with the
gods through the healing medium of water or of sleep, was
deemed enough. 67 These ancient methods appear to have been
untouched by the harsh and up-to-date late-Roman language of
potentia exercised by persons that contemporaries associated
with Christian shrines. They had the voiceless power of nature
itself behind them.

The potentia of the saint in his shrine assumed a "vertical"
model of dependence. The saint's power held the individual in
a tight bond of personal obligation that might begin, days of
hard journey away, in a need to visit the saint's praesentia in the
one place where it could be found; it could make the patient
pass through the drama of a late-Roman court scene, and it
might even end in a palpable and irreversible act of social de­
pendence, by which the recipient of healing became the serf of
the church in which his invisible dominus resided. By contrast,
Marcellus sums up a world for which a "horizontal" model is
still dominant: the patient is tied directly by a web of Lillipu­
tian threads to the diffuse and seemingly bottomless traditions
of his own environment. Such a model tacitly but firmly
excluded the intervention from outside of a potentia that might
dislodge the individual from the environment in which he
could still feel safely embedded. Seen in this light, what we call
the spread of Christianity in Gaul, as it radiated from those
great shrines where the praesentia of the saints was dramatically
revealed by acts of power, amounts to a conflict of two models
of healing, each heavy with assumptions on the position of man
in his society and in his environment. It is to this conflict that we
must now turn.
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For this is the conflict which holds the attention of Gregory of
Tours. It is summed up for him in two words: reverentia and its
antithesis, rusticitas. Reverentia implied a willingness to focus
belief on precise invisible persons, on C:hrist and his friends the
saints-the amici dominici 68-in such a way as to commit the
believer to definite rhythms in his life (such as the observation
of the holy days of the saints), to direct his attention to specific
sites and objects (the shrines and relics of the saints), to react to
illness and to danger by dependence onL these invisible persons,
and to remain constantly aware, in tIle play of human action
around him, that good and bad fortune was directly related to
good or bad relations with these invisible persons. Reverentia,
therefore, assumed a high degree of social and cultural groom­
ing. It was not a luxuriant undergrowth of credulity or
neopaganism. It involved learning an etiquette toward the
supernatural, whose every gesture was carefully delineated.
Hence the importance for Gregory of its antithesis, rusticitas,
which is best translated as "boorishness," "slipshodness"-the
failure, or the positive refusal, to give life structure in terms of
ceremonious relationships with specific invisible persons. 69

Gregory's use of the word rusticitas throws light on the posi­
tion of Christianity in parts of Gaul, and, by implication, in
western Europe as a whole, at the end of the late-antique
period. It is a situation which requires some delicacy of inter­
pretation. For a sharp dichotomy betw'een "town" and "coun­
try," "Christian" and "pagan" does not do justice to its
nuances. Rusticitas, as Gregory observed its ravages, over­
lapped considerably with the habits of the rural population; but
it was by no means limited exclusively to these. Rusticitas could
be committed by most people on most days-and especially on
Sundays, as when the inhabitants of A"rles irrespective of class
and culture brought upon themselves the solemn warnings of
their bishop, Caesarius, by behaving like rustici in making love
to their wives on the Lord's Day.70 Stillliess can it be identified
with "rural paganism." For what we have seen is that, although
therapeutic systems such as those assumed by Marcellus de­
pended on knowledge inherited fronl the pagan past, they
formed an intractable enclave of rustlcitas less because they
were closely connected with any precise forms of pagan wor­
ship, as because they tacitly denied any rhythm of cure that
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involved explicit dependence on the potentia of an invisible
human being: the kin, the neighbors, especially the cunning
men and women of the locality, were thought to be able to
provide all that the sufferer needed. 71 When members of Greg­
ory's own entourage, traveling to Brioude to avoid the plague,
resorted to the use of amulets applied by local diviners to cure
one of their fellows, what angers him is not that they were
behaving like pagans, but that they had lost their sense of rev­
erentia for the saints. It provokes in him a characteristic out­
burst:

Quaerat patrocinium martyrum ... postolet adiutoria con­
fessorum, qui merito amici sunt dominici nuncupati.
[Let the patronage of the martyrs be what the sufferer
seeks.... Let him pray for the help offered by the confessors,
who are truly called friends of the Lord.]72

Thus, in any place where a Christian shrine lay close to hand,
the diffuse resources of the neighborhood, as these had been
applied in the form of amulets and divination, were met by a
precisely delineated image of ideal human relations sketched
out by bishops such as Gregory with a certainty of touch that
betrayed the long grooming of late-Roman aristocratic society.

It is in a conflict of models of healing, therefore, that we can
sense the impact of the rise of Christianity. Throughout the
Mediterranean world, whether it is in a little wooden chapel on
an estate in the Limousin,73 as described by Gregory, or in the
vigorous "mopping up" by Bishop Theodoret of Cyrrhus of the
sectarian villages of the hinterland of northern Syria, perched
on their mountain ridges, above the disciplined life of the
plains in a countryside where, as an eighteenth century traveler
observed, "we see despotism extending itself over all the flat
country and its progress stopt towards the mountains, at the
first rock, at the first defile, that is easy of defence,"74 the ad­
vance of Christianity beyond the towns was the advance of the
praesentia of the saints. 75 Throughout this book, we have seen
how such a praesentia, in the form of a relic and its shrine, was
heavy with a whole cluster of specific associations, involving
human interaction with an invisible, ideal human being,
wielding ideal potentia.
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Only too frequently in late antiquity, the praesentia of the
saint in the countryside ratified disruptive processes that had
been at work for centuries. For we are dealing with a silent
change, larger by far than the rise of the Christian church. In
Gaul and Spain, the spread of Latin at fhe expense of local Celtic
dialects, and the consequent emergenLce of the Romance lan­
guages, betrays the final death of cultures that had existed since
prehistory. The Christian church inherited the results of this
change. 76 By the sixth century, the only major settled civiliza­
tion that maintained a paganism reaching back without dis­
location to the preclassical world, west of India and east of
Ireland, was the Zoroastrian culttlre of Sasanian Iran:
elsewhere, in Egypt, in Mesopotamia, in Anatolia, and in west­
ern Europe, the ancient preclassical "vorld had come to a de­
finitive end. 77 It was a silent subsidence more drastic than the
decline and fall of the Roman Empire, and more irreversible
than the passing of the urban gods of (::;reco-Roman paganism.
In the countryside and the towns of Gaul and Spain the
praesentia of the saints reaped the fruits of a belated and largely
unwitting triumph of Romanization. For the spread of Chris­
tian reverentia made final the processes by which the indige­
nous cultures of the western Mediterranean had been im­
perceptibly eroded by a slow but sure pressure from on top
exercised through the grid of administration and patronage re­
lationships that had reached ever outvvards over the centuries
from the towns and from the country villas of the great. 78 A
century after the end of the Western Empire, Gregory and his
contemporaries could now be certain tllat, if all roads no longer
ran to Rome, in the Touraine, at least, they would all run to
Tours, ad dominum Martinum: a speck of dust from his shrine
was worth more than all the imemorial cunning of the village
healers. 79

For, as we have seen throughout this book, the reverentia that
Gregory expected derived its force froln an unremitting if dis­
creet process of "socialization," taking place in a world whose
expectations of the supernatural had been pieced together,
lovingly and with a certain urgency, from the workings of
power and protection observed among the Late Roman aristoc­
racy in a largely urban environment. Tile language of the cult of
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saints breathed this quite distinctive atmosphere; and the
rhythms and preoccupations that supported it were acted out
most convincingly either at urban shrines, under the patronage
of aristocratic bishops, or, as at the shrine of Saint Julian of
Brioude, in a rural area dominated by an aristocracy with wide­
spread, urban connections. 80 When this reverentia reached out
into areas where such "socialization" was less available, it was
met by the tacit resistance of life styles that were less amenable
to urban and aristocratic grooming. Throughout the late­
antique and early-medieval period, the process of Christiani­
zation was brought to a standstill by the silent determination of
human groups who would not alter the immemorial patterns of
their working life to pay reverence to the saints,81 or to bend
their habits to please yet another class of domini. 82 Zones of
"raw rusticity" hemmed in Gregory's ceremonious world. 83

Occasionally, however, the new praesentia of the saint might
be used to condense and resolve the ambiguities of scattered
agrarian communities whose members felt enmeshed in con­
flicting networks of obligation. 84 Gregory's hagiographic work
is punctuated by incidents that allow us to glimpse the malaise
of a countryside faced by baffling or oppressive forms of power.
For the praesentia of the saint often sparked off heady en­
thusiasm, associated with the arrival of new, "clean" power in
areas where, until then, the villagers had had no choice but of
forms of "unclean" dependence. When the relics of Saint Julian
passed through the fields of Champagne at a time when these
were crowded with hired laborers drawn from the neighboring
villages, their passage was marked by scenes as dramatic and as
ominous as any later pursuit of the millennium:

Look at the most blessed Julian drawing near to us! Behold
his power! Behold his glory! Run, lads, leave your ploughs
and oxen; let the whole crowd of us follow him!85

The transient praesentia of the saint had brought to these tired
men the touch of an ideal dependence that could set them free,
if only for a moment, from the harsh demands of Gallo-Roman
landowning in a labor-intensive cereal-growing area. 86 Many of
the afflicted individuals who were emancipated from their
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lords87 or who abandoned their families on finding healing at
the shrines of the saints came from peripheral areas. 88 Faced by
the ambiguities of the patronage system in which they were
caught, those with no other defense, often the women, opted
dramatically for dependence on an ideal dominus at his distant
shrine, rather than for dependence on the all too palpable wield­
ers of power in their locality. 89

Gregory registered this trickle of uprooted men and women
with approval: for it is the demons that speak in them, re­
cognizing, in unexceptionable form, the ever-widening range
of the potentia of the saints. 90 What aongers him deeply, how­
ever, is any attempt on the part of the population to sidestep the
demands of reverentia by creating for themselves indigenous
pockets of praesentia which escaped ttle control of the bishop.
Yet his libri historiarum and other later sources are full of in­
cidents that reveal the explosive situation which the dominance
of the urban saints of Gaul had created. Whenever communities
were faced by threats with which the conventional therapeutic
systems could not cope, as in the frequent recrudescences of the
plague after 543, their immediate response to the situation was
a r,eassertion of the "horizontal" model of healing, if now in a
new, Christian form. 91 Soothsayers appeared, empowered by
visions of the saints, to circulate new forms of remedies and to
enunciate new rituals of propitiation. 92 Prophets established
penitential rituals, based on their ability as diviners to detect
thieves, to recover stolen goods, and to read thoughts. 93 These
movements betrayed a poignant need to bring the praesentia of
the saints, often of the most authoritative and unimaginably
distant of these, such as Peter and Palll, straight into the local
community. And they claimed to do t]1is without the crushing
demands of reverentia mobilized arou11d the urban shrine and
its bishop.94 Even Gregory met his match in such men:

[After a bad year, in 587] there appeared at Tours a man
named Desiderius, who proclaimed himself one above the
common, asserting his power to work many miracles. He
boasted, among other things, that messengers passed be­
tween himself and the apostles Peter and Paul. As I was ab­
sent, the country people flocked to him in multitudes,
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bringing with them the blind and the infirm, whom he
sought to deceive rather by the false teaching of hellish arts,
than to heal by the power of holiness. 9s

What worried Gregory was that this was not an isolated case. 96

These incidents stretched from the early sixth century deep into
the middle ages. 97 We can sense in them the reaction of men
and women who had been pushed tragically to one side by the
rise of the Christian church, and by the extension of its struc­
tures into the countryside. Religion in its fullness, and full par­
ticipation in the beneficence of the saints, happened elsewhere,
in the towns. 98

For this was the paradox of late-antique Christianity as it
came to be crystalized in the cult of saints. A universal and
exclusive religion, Christianity claimed to have spread to every
region of the known world. 99 In fact, having spread, it lay
around the shrines of the saints like pools of water on a drying
surface. For only in certain places, and in certain precisely de­
limited social milieux, could the language of the praesentia and
the potentia of the saints echo with satisfying congruence the
deepest wishes of the Christian communities. Outside the areas
where reverentia could be limned in with a full palette of late­
Roman associations, there lay wide zones where Christianity
could only be painted in so many washes of gray, over a coun­
tryside where many of the tints of indigenous paganism had,
long previously, grown pale. 100 It is a sad prospect: Christian
reverentia created a situation which the elites of the Greco­
Roman world had never envisaged in so sharp a form; 101 the
population was now divided between those who could if they
wished be full participants in the grooming of a universal reli­
gion, and large areas and classes condemned, by physical dis­
tance and the lack of "socialization," to a substandard version
of the same religion. 102 The death of paganism in western soci­
ety, and the rise of the cult of saints, with its explicitly aristoc­
ratic and urban forms, ensured that, from late antiquity on­
wards, the upper-class culture of Europe would always measure
itself against the wilderness of a rusticitas which it had itself
played no small part in creating. 103

We also look out on a natural world made passive by being
shorn of the power of the gods. It seems to me that the most
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marked feature of the rise of the Christian church in western
Europe was the imposition of human administrative structures
and of an ideal potentia linked to invisible human beings and to
their visible human representatives, tIle bishops of the towns,
at the expense of traditions that had seemed to belong to the
structure of the landscape itself. l04 Saint Martin attacked those
points at which the natural and the divine were held to meet: 105
he cut down the sacred trees,106 and he broke up the pro­
cessions that followed the immemorial lines between the arable
and the nonarable. 107 His successors fulminated against trees
and fountains, and against forms of divination that gained ac­
cess to the future through the close observation of the vagaries
of animal and vegetable life. lOB They inlposed rhythms of work
and leisure that ignored the slow turnil1g of the sun, the moon,
and the planets through the heavens)' and that reflected, in­
stead, a purely human time, linked to th.e deaths of outstanding
individuals. 109 What is at stake behind the tired repetitions of
antipagan polemic and the admonitions of the councils in
sixth-century Gaul and Spain is nothillg less than a conflict of
views on the relation between man and nature.

Alphonse Dupront has made this point clear when he speaks
of the nature of the Christian pilgrimage site:

Le lieu dans la plenitude du sens est realite cosmique, quel­
que accident physique qu'en chaque cas il consacre. Et toute
l'histoire du pelerinage chretien vise abaptiser Ie paten­
c'est adire aanthropomorphiser Ie cosmique.... L'ecran
humain ou "I'hominisation" sont actes coherents a toute
consideration chretienne du lieu de pelerinage. llo

This was certainly the opinion of the fifth-century bishop of
Javols, as his activities were remembered by Gregory. When he
spread Christianity into the Auvergne, he found the country
folk celebrating a three-day festival with offerings on the edge
of a marsh formed in the volcanic crater within a mountain top.
liNulla est religio in stagno," he said:

There can be no religion in a swamp. But rather acknowl­
edge God and give veneration to his friends. Adore Saint
Hilarius, the bishop of God, whose relics are installed here.
He can act as your intercessor for the mercy of GOd. lll
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What happens later may seem no great change. The pilgrimage
to the mountain top continued. ll2 But the religio has well and
truly gone out of the swamp. Instead, we have a human
artifact-a stone building; the praesentia of a human being-the
relics of Saint Hilarius; and Saint Hilarius's power is supposed
to operate through the quintessentially human relationships of
friendship and intercession. The site itself is incorporated into
an administrative structure dependent on the authority of
human beings resident in a town far removed from the signifi­
cant folds of the once holy landscape: it has become a church in
the diocese of the bishops of Javols. Seen in this way, the rise of
Christianity in Western Europe is a chapter in the "hominiza­
tion" of the natural world. ll3

This is a triumph which the modem scholar need not witness
with quite the same degree of enthusiasm as did Gregory of
Tours. Faced with the majesty of the mountain tops and with
the long, slow wisdom of pre-Christian Europe, Gregory's rev­
erentia seems brittle and not a little abrasive: it reflects the
comparatively rapid growth of an inward-looking institution,
gripped to the point of obsession with the need to understand
relations with the unseen in a language of human interaction
hammered out within the narrow confines of late-Roman urban
and aristocratic society.ll4 Wherever we look, in the early cen­
turies of the cult of saints, we see the victory of a language
drawn from observed human relations over the less articulate
and less articulable certainties of an earlier age.

Yet we must also do justice to the resolution of the four re­
markable generations that stretched from Paulinus's decision to
settle in Nola, through the end of Roman rule in western
Europe, to the childhood memories of Gregory of Tours. The
old world had its limitations: as Sir James Frazer said in his
Golden Bough: "God may pardon sin, but Nature cannot."llS
God and his human friends had come to pardon sin. Among the
men we have met in these chapters, to opt so obsessively for a
patterning of expectations of the supernatural that reflected cur­
rent relationships of dependence always meant more than to
opt for a language topheavy with associations of the exercise of
power and patronage. In late-Roman conditions, potentia had a
more gentle reverse side. Patronage and dependence, even the
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exigencies of aristocratic amicitia, might seem hard, binding
relations to us; but it was through these that late-Roman men
hoped to gain that freedom of action from which the miracle of
justice, mercy, and a sense of solidarity with their fellow hu­
mans might spring. We, who live in a world where justice,
mercy, and the acceptance of the majority of our fellows is quite
as rare and as fragile a suspension of the observed laws of
society as was that blessed moment of amnesty associated with
the praesentia of the saints in a late-Rolnan community, should
learn to look with greater sympathy and, hence, with greater
scholarly care, at the dogged concern oJ late-antique Christians
to ensure that, in their world, there should be places where men
could stand in the searching and merciful presence of a fellow
human being.
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N.B. Of the original authors that I have cited,
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Heinemann; New York: Putnam; and Cam­
bridge: Harvard University Press). The sub­
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of the Patrologia Latina (PL) and Patrologia Graeca
(PG) of J. G. Migne, Patrologiae cursus completus
(Paris, 1844 onwards) for ease of reference to the
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editions of works by the following authors, cit­
ing some of these throughout in abbreviated
form:

Augustine, De cura gerenda pro mortuis
Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum 41
(Vienna: Tempsky, 1890).

Augustine, City of God. [)e Civitate Dei
Corpus Christianorum 47 and 48 (Turnhout:
Brepols, 1955).

Gregory of Tours

Greg. Tur. LH: Gregorii episcopi Turonensis,
129 Libri historiarum, ed. B. Krusch and W. Levi-
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son, Monumenta Germaniae Historica: Scriptores Rerum
Merovingicarum 1, 1 (Hanover: Hahn, 1951).
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Turonensis, Miracula et opera minora, ed. B. Krusch,
Monumenta Germaniae Historica: Scriptores Rerum Merovin­
gicarum 1, 2 (Hanover: Hahn, 1885).
Greg. Tur. GM: Liber in gloria martyrum
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tyris
Greg. Tur. VM: Libri I-IV de virtutibus sancti Martini episcopi
Greg. Tur. VP: Liber vitae patrum
Greg. Tur. GC: Liber in gloria confessorum

Paulinus Carmina
Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum 30, 2 (Vienna:
Tempsky, 1894).

Venantius Fortunatus Carmina
Ed. F. Leo and B. Krusch, Monumenta Germaniae Historica:
Auctores Antiquissimi 4 (Hanover: Hahn, 1881).
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E. Diehl, Inscriptiones latinae christianae veteres, vols. 1 and 2
(Zurich: Weidmann, 1925 and 1961).

The reader may find the following translations of texts used in
the argument of this book helpful:

Augustine De cura gerenda pro mortuis
The Care to be Taken for the Dead, in Saint Augustine: Treatises
on Marriage and Other Subjects, trans. J. Lacy, The Fathers of
the Church 27 (New York: Fathers of the Church, 1955).

Gregory of Tours Libri historiarum
The History of the Franks, trans. O. M. Dalton (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1927) and Lewis Thorpe (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1974).

Gregory of Tours Miracula
M. L. Brodin, Livres des miracles, in Societe de !'histoire de la
France 88 and 103 (Paris: J. Renouard, 1857 and 1860).
We can expect translations of the Miracles of Saint Julian and
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the Miracles of Saint Martin from John Corbett of Scarborough
College, University of Toronto, in the Pontifical Institute for
Medieval Studies Series.

Jerome Contra Vigilantium
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