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PREFACE

\ / : . This book is a study of social and cultural change. I hope that the
1 ( )f ' ( ) reader will put it down w1th some 1dea of how and even of why.

e e - -

_of w_estern N urope, of castern Europe and of the Near East
To study such a period one must be constantly aware of the tension
* between change and continuity in the exceptionally ancient and
well-rooted world round the Mediterranean. On the one hand, this
isnotoriously the time when certain ancient institutions, whose absence
would have seemed quite unimaginable to a man of about Ap 250
irrevocably disappeared. By 476, the Roman empire had vanished |

from western Europe; by 655, the Persian empire had vanished from
Lo : the Near East. It is only too easy to write about the Late Antique
g world as if it were merely a melancholy tale of ‘Decline and Fall':
- : : of the end of the Roman empire as viewed from the West; of the
o | Persian, Sassanian empire, as viewed from Iran. On the other hand,
. A : we are increasingly aware of the astounding new beginnings associ-
3 s ated with this period: we go to it to discover why Europe became |
o > " : : = Christian and why the Near East became Muslim; we have become | ¢
; extremely sensitive to the contemporary quality of the new, abstract

R surprise us, as we catch strains — as in some unaccustomed overture
i LTS : — of so much that a sensitive European has come to regard as most
‘modern’ and valuable in his own culture.
: _ Looking at the Late Antique world, we are caught between the
e e : SRR % o 5 regretful contemplation of ancient ruins and the excited acclamation
! i I of new growth. What we often lack is a sense of what it was like to
. f : live in that world. Like many contemporaries of the changes we shall
: read about, we become either extreme conservatives or hysterical

2 An abstract art. The traditional consul’s procession at Rome shown in the new
idiom. From the fourth-century Basilica of Junius Bassus, Rome.
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radicals. A Roman senator could write as if he still lived in the days
of Augustus, and wake up, as many did at the end of the fifth century
AD, to realize that there was no longer a Roman emperor in Italy.
Again, a Christian bishop might welcome the disasters of the bar-
barian invasions, as if they had turned men irrevocably from earthly
civilization to the Heavenly Jerusalem, yet he will do this in a Latin
or a Greek unselfconsciously modelled on the ancient classics; and he
will betray attitudes to the universe, prejudices and patterns of
behaviour that mark him out as a2 man still firmly rooted in eight
hundred years of Mediterranean life.

How to draw on a great past without smothering change. How to
change without losing one’s roots. Above all, what to do with the
stranger in one’s midst — with men excluded in a traditionally
aristocratic society, with thoughts denied expression by a traditional
culture, with needs not articulated in conventional religion, with the
utter foreigner from across the frontier. These are the problems
which every civilized society has had to face. They were particularly
insistent in the Late Antique period. I do not imagine that a reader
can be so untouched by the idea of classical Greece and Rome or so
indifferent to the influence of Christianity, as not to wish to come to
some judgment on the Late Antique world that saw the radical
transformation of the one and the victory,over classical paganism of
the other. But I should make it plain that, in presenting the evidence,
[ have concentrated on the manner in which the men of the Late
Antique world faced the problem of change.

The Roman empire covered a vast and diverse territory : the changes
it experienced in this period were complex and various. They range
from obvious and well-documented developments, such as the
repercussions of war and high taxation on the society of the third and
fourth centuries, to shifts as intimate and mysterious as those that
affected men’s relations to their own body and to their immediate
neighbours. [ trust that the reader will bear with me, therefore, if I
begin the first part of this book with three chapters that sketch out
the changes in the public life of the empire, from AD 200 to 400, and
then retrace my steps to analyze those less public, but equally decisive,
changes in religious attitudes that took place over the same period.
I have done my best to indicate where I consider that changes in the
social and economic conditions of the empire intermingled with the
religious developments of the age.

Throughout this period, the Mediterranean and Mesopotamia are
the main theatres of change. The world of the northern barbarians
remained peripheral to these arcas. Britain, northern Gaul, the
Danubian provinces after the Slav invasions of the late sixth century
fall outside my purview. The narrative itself gravitates towards the
eastern Mediterranean; the account ends more naturally at the
Baghdad of Harun al-Rashid than at the remote Aachen of his
contemporary, Charlemagne. I trust that the reader (and especially
the medievalist who is accustomed to surveys that concentrate on the
emergence of a post-Roman western society) will forgive me if 1
keep to this area. For western Europe, he will have those sure guides,
to whom we are both equally indebted.

No one can deny the close links between the social and the spiritual

revolution of the Late Antique period. Yet, just because they are so
intimate, such links cannot be reduced to a superficial relationship of
‘cause and effect’. Often, the historian can only say that certain changes
coincided in such a way that the one cannot be understood without
reference to the other. A history of the Late Antique world that is
all emperors and barbarians, soldiers, landlords and tax-collectors
would give as colourless and as unreal a picture of the quality of the
age, as would an account devoted only to the sheltered souls, to the
monks, the mystics, and the awesome theologians of that time. I must
leave it to the reader to decide whether my account helps him to
understand why so many changes, of such different kinds, converged
to produce that very distinctive period of European civilization — the
Late Antique world. '
- The checking of this account owes much to the vigilance of
Philip Rousscau, whose care reached, as usual, far beyond the
castigation of dates and citations: its completion owes most to my wife,
in whose curiosity and sensitivity to periods of change I have long
been glad to share.



PART ONE: THE LATE ROMAN REVOLUTION I SOCIETY

3 A baroque age. Daring arches and exuberant stone carving already betray a
departure from the classical mood. The theatrical style provided a backdrop to
communities that valued ‘star’ performers and magnificent public gestures. A typical

local magnate made good, the emperor Septimius S.ev.erus (1.93T2H)’ provided his I THE BOUNDARIES OF THE CLASSICAL WORLD: ¢. AD 200
home town, Lepcis Magna (Tunisia) with this and similar buildings.

“We live round a sea,” Socrates had told his Athenian friends, ‘like
frogs round a pond.” Seven hundred years later, in AD 200, the
classical world remained clustered round its ‘pond’: it still clung to
the shores of the Mediterranean. The centres of modern Europe lie
far to the north and to the west of the world of ancient men. To travel
to the Rhineland, for them, was to go ‘half-way to the barbarians’:
one typical southerner even took his dead wife all the way back home,
from Trier to Pavia, to bury her safely with her ancestors! A Greek
senator from Asia Minor, posted to a governorship on the Danube,
could only pity himself: ‘The inhabitants . . . lead the most miserable
existence of all mankind,’ he wrote, ‘for they cultivate no olives and
they drink no wine.’

The Roman empire had been extended as far as had seemed
necessary at the time of the republic and the early empire, to protect
and enrich the classical world that had already existed for centuries
round the coast of the Mediterranean. It is the extraordinary tide of
Mediterranean life that strikes us about this empire at its apogee in
the second century A p. This tide had washed further inland than ever
previously; in North Africa and the Near East, it would never reach
as far again. For a short time, an officers’ mess modelled on an Italian
country-villa faced the Grampians in Scotland. A chequer-board
town, with amphitheatre, library and statues of classical philosophers
looked out over the Hodna range, at Timgad, in what are now the
bleak southern territories of Algeria. At Dura-Europos, on the
Euphrates, a garrison-town observed the same calendar of public festi-
vals as at Rome. The Late Antique world inherited this amazing
legacy. One of the main problems of the period from 200 to 700
was how to maintain, throughout a vast empire, a style of life and a
culture based originally on a slender coastline studded with classical
city-states. 11




4 The frog pond. The eighth-century world map of Albi
shows the Mediterrancan as the centre of the world. Britain
(top left) is a tiny shape; but the Nile Delta and the
Euphrates (bottom centre and side) are shown in detail.

5 The sea means food. This fresco (between first and fourth
centuries AD) from Ostia shows grain loaded on to a ship.
According to a fifth-century observer, Constantinople was
fortunate: ‘Despite its vast population, food is always
plentiful, because all kinds of provisions can be brought
directly by sea from many regions.’

6 The alternative. Cumbersome travel by land. ‘Our city,’
wrote a fourth-century inhabitant of Asia Minor, ‘being far
from the sea, can neither get rid of its surplus nor import
what it needs in times of shortage.” Relief from Adamklissi
(Tropaeum Traiani), AD 108-109).

In the first place, the classical Mediterranean had always been a
world on the edge of starvation. For the Mediterrancan is a sea
surrounded by mountain ranges: its fertile plains and river-valleys
are like pieces of lace sewn on to sackcloth. Many of the greatest cities
of classical times were placed within sight of forbidding highlands.
Every year their inhabitants ransacked the surrounding countryside
to feed themselves. Describing the symptoms of widespread mal-
nutrition in the countryside in the middle of the second century, the
doctor Galen observed: ‘The city-dwellers, as was their practice,
collected and stored enough corn for all the coming year immediately
after the harvest. They carried off all the wheat, the barley, the beans
and the lentils and left what remained to the countryfolk.” Seen in
this light, the history of the Roman empire is the history of the ways
in which 10 per cent of the population, who lived in the towns and
have left their mark on the course of European civilization, fed
themselves, in the summary manner described by Galen, from the
labours of the remaining 9o per cent who worked the land.

Food was the most precious commodity in the ancient Mediter-
ranean. Food involved transport. Very few of the great cities of the
Roman empire could hope to supply their own needs from their
immediate environment. Rome had long depended on the annual
sailing of the grain-fleet from Africa: by the sixth century AD,
Constantinople drew 175,200 tons of wheat a year from Egypt.

Water is to all primitive systems of transport what railways have
been in modern times: the one, indispensable artery for heavy freight.
Once a cargo left the waters of the Mediterranean or of a great river,

its brisk and inexpensive progress changed to a ruinous slow-motion.
It cost less to bring a cargo of grain from one end of the Mediterranean
to another than to carry it another seventy-five miles inland.

So the Roman empire always consisted of two, overlapping
worlds. Up to AD 700, great towns by the sea remained close to each
other: twenty days of clear sailing would take the traveller from one
end of the Mediterranean, the core of the Roman world, to the other.
Inland, however, Roman life had always tended to coagulate in little
oases, like drops of water on a drying surface. The Romans are
renowned for the roads that ran through their empire: but the roads
passed through towns where the inhabitants gained all that they ate,
and most of what they used, from within a radius of only thirty miles.

It was inland, therefore, that the heavy cost of empire was most
obvious, along the verges of the great land routes. The Roman
empire appears at its most cumbersome and brutal in the ceaseless
effort it made to hold itself together. Soldiers, administrators, couriers,
their supplies, had to be constantly on the move from province to
province. Seen by the emperors in 200, the Roman world had become
a cobweb of roads, marked by the staging-posts at which each little
community would have to assemble ever-increasing levies of food,
clothing, animals and manpower to support the court and the army.

As for those who served the needs of this rough machine, such
compulsions were, at least, nothing new. In places, they were as old
as civilization itself. In Palestine, for instance, Christ had warned his
hearers how to behave when an official should ‘requisition you to
walk with him (carrying his baggage) for a mile’. Even the word the

13
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Evangelist used for ‘requisition’” was not, originally, a Greek word:
it derived from the Persian, it dated back over five hundred years, to
the days when the Achaemenids had stocked the famous roads of
their vast empire by the same rough methods.

Yet the Roman empire, that had sprawled so dangerously far from
the Mediterranean by 200, was held together by the illusion that it
was still a very small world. Seldom has a state been so dependent on
so delicate a sleight of hand. By 200, the empire was ruled by an
aristocracy of amazingly uniform culture, taste and language. In the
West, the senatorial class had remained a tenacious and absorptive
élite that dominated Italy, Africa, the Midi of France and the valleys
of the Ebro and the Guadalquivir; in the East, all culture and all local
power had remained concentrated in the hands of the proud oli-
garchies of the Greek cities. Throughout the Greek world no differ-
ence in vocabulary or pronunciation would betray the birthplace of
any well-educated speaker. In the West, bilingual aristocrats passed
unselfconsciously from Latin to Greek; an African landowner, for
instance, found himself quite at home in a literary salon of well-to-do
Greeks at Smyrna.

Such astonishing uniformity, however, was maintained by men
who felt obscurely that their classical culture existed to exclude
alternatives to their own world. Like many cosmopolitan aristo-
cracies — like the dynasts of late feudal Europe or the aristocrats of the
Austro-Hungarian empire — men of the same class and culture, in any
part of the Roman world, found themselves far closer to each other
than to the vast majority of their neighbours, the ‘underdeveloped’
peasantry on their doorstep. The existence of the ‘barbarian’ exerted
a silent, unremitting pressure on the culture of the Roman empire.
The ‘barbarian’ was not only the primitive warrior from across the
frontier: by 200, this ‘barbarian’ had been joined by the non-
participant within the empire itself. The aristocrat would pass from
reassuringly similar forum to forum, speaking a uniform language,
observing rites and codes of behaviour shared by all educated men;
but his road stretched through the territories of tribesmen that were
as alien to him as any German or Persian. In Gaul, the countrymen
still spoke Celtic; in North Africa, Punic and Libyan; in Asia Minor,
ancient dialects such as Lycaonian, Phrygian and Cappadocian; in
Syria, Aramaic and Syriac.

Living cheek by jowl with this immense unabsorbed ‘barbarian’

THE PROVINCIALS

7 (below) The rich Syrian. His long
Greek and Roman name — Marcus
Julius Maximus Aristides — is
accompanied by a long inscription in
Aramaic, and the sculptor has shown
him in the local style which anticipates
Byzantine portraits. Second-third
century AD.

8 (righty An Egyptian. Coptic
tombstone from Shech-Abade, Egypt,
fourth century ap.

9 Farmers from the Rhineland. The
short woollen tunic and hood of the
lower classes in the West continued
unchanged into medieval times, and
has survived as the monk’s robe and
cowl. Second-century tombstone.




10 The protectors. Roman standard

bearers from a local monument (the
Tropaeum Trajani) at Adamklissi on
the Danube frontier.
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world, the governing classes of the Roman empire had kept largely
free of some of the more virulent exclusiveness of modern colonial
régimes: they were notoriously tolerant of race and of local religions.
But the price they demanded for inclusion in their own world was
conformity — the adoption of its style of life, of its traditions, of its
education, and so of'its two classical languages, Latin in the West and
Greek in the East. Those who were in no position to participate were
dismissed: they were frankly despised as ‘country-bumpkins’ and
‘barbarians’. Those who could have participated and did not — most
notably the Jews — were treated with varying degrees of hatred and
contempt, only occasionally tempered by respectful curiosity for the
representatives of an ancient Near Eastern civilization. Those who
had once participated and had ostentatiously ‘dropped out’ — namely
the Christians — were liable to summary execution. By Ap 200 many
provincial governors and many mobs had had occasion to assert the
boundaries of the classical world with hysterical certainty against the

Christian dissenter in their midst: as one magistrate told Christians,
‘[ cannot bring myself so much as to listen to people who speak ill
of the Roman way of religion.’

Classical society of about A b 200 was a society with firm boundaries.
Yet it was far from being a stagnant society. In the Greek world, the
classical tradition had already existed for some seven hundred years.
Its first burst of creativity, at Athens, should not blind us to the
astonishing way in which, from the time of the conquests of Alexander
the Great, Greek culture had settled down to a thythm of survival —
as drawn-out, as capable of exquisite nuance, as patient of repetition
as a plain-chant. One exciting renaissance had taken place in the
second century AD. It coincided with a revival of the economic life
and the political initiative of the upper classes of the Greek cities.
The age of the Antonines was the heyday of the Greek Sophists.
These men — known for their devotion to rhetoric — were at one and
the same time literary lions and great urban nabobs. They enjoyed
vast influence and popularity: one of them, Polemo of Smyrna,
‘treated whole cities as his inferiors, emperors as not his superiors
and gods . . . as equals’. Behind them stood the thriving cities of the
Aegean. The huge classical remains at Ephesus and Smyrna (and,
indeed, similar contemporary cities and temples, from Lepcis Magna
in Tunisia to Baalbek in the Lebanon) seem to us nowadays to sum
up a tiineless ancient world. They were, in fact, the creation of only
a few generations of baroque magnificence, between Hadrian
(117-138) and Septimius Severus (193-211).

It is just at the end of the second and the beginning of the third
centuries, also, that the Greek culture was garnered which formed the
ballast of the classical tradition throughout the Middle Ages. The
encyclopaedias, the handbooks of medicine, natural science and
astronomy, to which all cultivated men — Latins, Byzantines, Arabs
— turned for the next fifteen hundred years, were compiled then.
Literary tastes and political attitudes that continued, in the Greek
world, until the end of the Middle Ages, were first formed in the age
of the Antonines: Byzantine gentlemen of the fifteenth century were
still using a recondite Attic Greek deployed by the Sophists of the
age of Hadrian.

At this time the Greek world made the Roman empire its own.
We can appreciate this identification with the Roman state and the
subtle shifts of emphasis it entailed, by looking at a Greek from

17
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Bithynia, who had joined the Roman governing class as a senator —
Dio Cassius, who wrote his Roman History up to AD 229. No matter
how enthusiastically Dio had absorbed the outlook of the Roman
Senate, we are constantly reminded that the empire had come to
Greeks accustomed to centuries of enlightened despotism. Dio knew
that the Roman emperor was an autocrat. Common decency and a
shared interest with the educated upper classes were the only checks
on his behaviour — not the delicate clockwork of the constitution of
Augustus. And Dio knew how fragile such restraints could be: he
had been present at a meeting of the Senate when an astrologer had
denounced certain ‘bald-pated men’ for conspiring against the em-
peror . . . instinctively his hand had shot up to feel the top of his
head. But Dio accepted the strong rule of one man as long as it gave
him an orderly world: only the emperor could suppress civil war;
only he could police the faction-ridden Greek cities; only he could
make Dio’s class secure and respected. Byzantine scholars who turned
to Dio, centuries later, to know about Roman history, found them-
selves hopelessly at sea in his account of the heroes of the Roman
republic: but they were able to understand perfectly the strong and
conscientious emperors of Dio’s own age — already the Roman
history of a Greck of the late second and early third century AD was
their history.

A shift of the centre of gravity of the Roman empire towards the
Greek cities of Asia Minor, a flowering of a Greek mandarinate — in
these ways, the palmy days of the Antonines already point in the
direction of Byzantium. But the men of the age of Dio Cassius still
resolutely faced the other way: they were stalwart conservatives;
their greatest successes had been expressed in a cultural reaction; for
them, the boundaries of the classical world were still clear and rigid
— Byzantium proper, a civilization that could build, on top of this
ancient backward-looking tradition, such revolutionary novelties as
the establishment of Christianity and the foundation of Constantinople
as a ‘New Rome’, was inconceivable to a man like Dio. (He never,
for instance, so much as mentions the existence of Christianity,
although Christians had worried the authorities in his home-country
for over 150 years.) Such a civilization could only emerge in the late
Roman revolution of the third and fourth centuries A D.

*

11 The shadow of Persia. The Roman emperor, Valerian, is shown bowing as a
vassal before Shapur I, portrayed as the successor of Darius and Xerxes establishing
his right to the eastern provinces of the Roman empire. Rock relief at Bishapur,
second half of third century AD.

The theme that will emerge throughout this book is the shifting and
redefinition of the boundaries of the classical world after Ap 200.
This has little to do with the conventional problem of the ‘Decline
and Fall of the Roman Empire’. The ‘Decline and Fall’ affected only
the political structure of the western provinces of the Roman empire:
it left the cultural power-house of Late Antiquity — the ecastern
Mediterranean and the Near East — unscathed. Even in the barbarian
states of western Europe, in the sixth and seventh centuries, the
Roman empire, as it survived at Constantinople, was still regarded
as the greatest civilized state in the world: and it was called by its
ancient name, the Respublica (see pp. 134-3s). The problem that
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urgently preoccupied men of Late Antiquity themselves was, rather,
the painful modification of the ancient boundaries. ;. kit

Geographically, the hold of the Mediterranean slackened After
410 Britain was abandoned; after 480 Gaul came to be firmly ruled
from the north. In the East, paradoxically, the rolling-back of the
Mediterranean had happened earlier and more imperceptibly; but it
proved decisive. Up to the first century AD, a veneer of Greek
civilization still covered large areas of the Iranian plateau: a Greco-
Buddhist art had flourished in Afghanistan, and the decrees of a
Buddhist ruler have been found outside Kabul, translated into
impeccable philosophical Greek. In 224, however, a family from
Fars, the ‘Deep South’ of Iranian chauvinism, gdined control of the
Persian empire. The revived Persian empire of this, the Sassanian,
dynasty quickly shook the Greek fancy-dress from its shoulders. An
efficient and aggressive empire, whose ruling classes were notably
unreceptive to western influence, now stood on the eastern frontiers
of the Roman empire. In 252, 257 and again in 260, the great
Shahanshah, the king of kings, Shapur I, showed what terrible
damage his mailed horsemen could do: ‘Valerian the Caesar came
against us with seventy thousand men . . . and we fought a great
battle against him, and we took Valerian the Caesar with our own
hands. . . . And the provinces of Syria, Cilicia and Cappadocia we
burnt with fire, we ravaged and conquered them, taking their
peoples captive.’

The fear of repeating such an experience tilted the balance of the
emperor’s concern further from the Rhine and ever nearer to the
Euphrates. What is more, the confrontation with Sassanian Persia
breached the barriers of the classical world in the Near East: for it
gave prominence to Mesopotamia, and so exposed the Roman world
to constant influence from that area of immense, exotic creativity in
art and religion (see especially pp. 164-65).

It is not always the conventional dates that are the most decisive.
Everyone knows that the Goths sacked Rome in 410: but the lost
western provinces of the empire remained a recognizably ‘sub-
Roman’ civilization for centuries. By contrast, when the eastern
provinces of the empire were lost to Islam after 640, these did not
long remain ‘sub-Byzantine’ societies: they were rapidly ‘oriental-
ized’. For Islam itself was pulled far to the cast of its original conquests
by the vast mass of the conquered Persian empire. In the eighth

century the Mediterranean seaboard came to be ruled from Baghdad;
the Mediterranean became a backwater to men who were used to
sailing from the Persian Gulf; and the court of Harun al-Rashid (788
809), with its heavy trappings of ‘sub-Persian’ culture, was a reminder
that the irreversible victory of the Near East over the Greeks began
slowly but surely with the revolt of Fars in AD 224.

As the Mediterranean receded, so a more ancient world came to
light. Craftsmen in Britain returned to the art forms of the La Téne
age. The serf of late Roman Gaul re-emerged with his Celtic name —
the vassus. The arbiters of piety of the Roman world, the Coptic
hermits of Egypt, revived the language of the Pharaohs (see p. 94);
and the hymn-writers of Syria heaped on Christ appellations of
Divine Kingship that reach back to Sumerian times. Round the
Mediterranean itself, inner barriers collapsed. Another side of the
Roman world, often long prepared in obscurity (see pp. 41—42),
came to the top, like different-coloured loam turned by the plough.
Three generations after Dio Cassius had ignored it, Christianity
became the religion of the emperors (see pp. 86ff.). Small things
sometimes betray changes more faithfully, because unconsciously.
Near Rome, a sculptor’s yard of the fourth century still turned out
statues, impeccably dressed in the old Roman toga (with a socket for
detachable portrait-heads!); but the aristocrats who commissioned
such works would, in fact, wear a costume which betrayed prolonged
exposure to the ‘barbarians’ of the non-Mediterranean world — a
woollen shirt from the Danube, a cloak from northern Gaul, fastened
at the shoulders by a filigree brooch from Germany, even guarding

their health by ‘Saxon’ trousers. Deeper still, at the very core of the
Mediterranean, the tradition of Greek philosophy had found a way ;i

of opening itself to a different religious mood (see pp. 72fT.).

Such changes as these are the main themes of the evolution of the
Late Antique world. In the next two chapters we must consider the
political and social setting of the revolution with which these changes
began in the late third and fourth centuries.

21
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Dio Cassius lay down his pen in 229 with no sense of foreboding.
His grandson and great-grandson could have witnessed the accession
of Diocletian in 284, and the conversion of Constantine to Christian-
ity in 312. To take a better-known example: St Cyprian, bishop of
Carthage, was martyred in 2§8. Cyprian’s secretary, as a very old
man, was able to tell an elder friend of St Jerome (born in about 342)
what books the great bishop had preferred reading. We should not
overlook such humble links between the generations. The pagan
Roman empire of a Cyprian in the mid-third century may seem to us
infinitely removed from the Christian ‘late’ Roman empire of a
Jerome in the late fourth century. Yet the Roman empire was a vast,
slow-moving society. The overwhelming proportion of its wealth
lay in agriculture, and most of its population lived from subsistence
farming. It was, therefore, well cushioned against the effects of two
generations of political instability and barbarian invasion after 240.

After 240, the sprawling empire had to face barbarian invasion and
political instability on a scale for which it was totally unprepared.
The terms on which the Roman empire weathered the crisis of the
years between 240 and 300 set the tone for the future development
of Late Antique society.

The crisis laid bare the contrast between the ancient Mediterranean
core of the empire and the more primitive and fragile world along its
frontiers. Round the Mediterranean, war had become a remote even-
tuality. The outright dominance of the traditional aristocracy in the
politics and cultural life of the empire depended on prolonged peace.
Yet, to the north and along the eastern frontier facing the highlands
of Armenia and Iran, it was plain that peace was a momentary lull in
the laws of nature. The Roman empire was one of the very few great
states in the ancient world — along with China — that had so much as
attempted to create an oasis of peaceful civilian government among
societies that had always lived by war, With the rise of Persia in 224,

WX VAL
the formation of the Gothic t:dnfjecicracy in the Danube basin after
248, and the puﬁlu!lationf of war-bands along the Rhine after 260, the
empire had to face war on every front.

It was plainly ill-equipped to do so. Between 245 and 270, every
frontier collapsed. In 251 the emperor Decius was lost with his army,
fighting the Goths in the marshes of the Dobrudja. In 260 Shapur I

12 Diocletian (284—305) and his collcagucs in battle dress. Fellow officers in a military
Jjunta, they clasp shoulders as a gesturc of solidarity. This simplified, military group
was so medieval in tonc that the individuals were long mistaken for Christian
crusaders, and even worshipped as statues of Saint George! Porphyry sculpture, San
Marco, Venice.
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took the emperor Valerian prisoner with his army and captured
Antioch. Barbarian longboats from the Rhine estuary and the
Crimea anticipated the feats of the Vikings. They ravaged the coasts
of Britain and Gaul, and raided the helpless cities of the Aegean. In
271, the emperor Aurelian had to surround Rome itself with a bleak
military wall. Even the unity of the empire was threatened by local
‘emergency’ empires: Postumus ruled Gaul, Britain and Spain from
260 to 268; Zenobia of Palmyra controlled part of the eastern
provinces from 267 to 270.

The Roman world split apart. Different groups and different pro-
vinces fared very differently. Along the frontiers, villas and cities
were suddenly deserted; the armies threw up twenty-five emperors
in forty-seven years, only one of ‘i\(b(im died in his bed. Round the
Mediterranean, however, a more fesilient world stuck to its ways and
hoped for the best. The mint of Alexandria conscientiously registered
the faces of emperors who came and went a thousand miles to the
north. In their great villas, Roman senators continued to patronize
Greek philosophy (see p. 70), and sat for their portrait-busts in the
baroque manner of the Antonines. In Rome, in Africa and in the
eastern Mediterranean, the Christian bishops enjoyed a tranquillity
and freedom of movement that contrasted ominously with the hard-
pressed existence of their pagan rulers (sce pp. 66 ff.). In the decades of
crisis, many leading inhabitants of Mediterranean towns must have
gone quietly about the routine duties of administration, as those of
Oxyrhynchus did in Upper Egypt, hoping that the ‘divine good
fortune’ of the emperor would soon put everything right.

The solid bedrock of civilian life held firm. But the crisis had one
immediate result: never again would the Roman world be ruled by a
charmed circle of unquestioning conservatives, as in the days of
Marcus Aurelius.

For the Roman empire was saved by a military revolution. Seldom
has a society set about cutting out the dead wood in its upper classes
with such determination. The senatorial aristocracy was excluded
from military commands in about 260. The aristocrats had to make
way for professional soldiers who had risen from the ranks. These
proféssionals recast the Roman army. The unwieldy legion was
broken up into small detachments, to provide a more flexible defence
in depth against barbarian raiders. The frontier detachments were
backed by an impressive new striking-force, made up of heavy

13 The world of the frontiers. Roman
soldiers fighting on the Danube.
Relicf from Adamklissi, AD 108-09.

cavalry — the emperors’ ‘companions’, the comitatus. These changes
doubled the size of the army, and more than doubled its cost. A force
of about 600,000 men, it was the largest single group the ancient
world had ever seen. To serve its needs, the emperors expanded the
bureaucracy. By AD 300, civilians were complaining that, as a result
of the reforms of the emperor Diocletian (284—-305), ‘there were more
tax-collectors than taxpayers’. As we shall see in our next chapter,
the pressure of increased taxation inexorably moulded the structure
of Roman society in the fourth and fifth centuries.

The military revolution of the late third century was treated with
uncomprehending hostility by the conservative civilians of the time;
and it has, in consequence, received little better treatment from some
modem classical scholars. Yet it was one of the finest achievements
of Roman statecraft. With their New Model army, Gallienus check-
mated the barbarians in Yugoslavia and northern Italy in 258 and
268; Claudius II pacified the Danube frontier in 269; Aurelian swept
through the ecastern provinces in 273; and Galerius crushed the
Persian menace in 296.
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The soldiers and officers of those Danubian provinces, who had
seemed so raw to the Mediterranean aristocrats of a previous age,
emerged as the heroes of the imperial recovery of the late third and
carly fourth centuries. As one of them said, ‘Twenty-seven years
I have been in the service: never been court-martialled for looting or
brawling. T have been through seven wars. [ have never lagged behind
anyone, been second to none in the fight. The captain has never seen
me waver.” The army was an artesian well of talent. By the end of the
third century, its officers and administrators had ousted the traditional
aristocracy from control of the empire. The great reforming emperor
of the age, Diocletian, was the son of a freedman from Dalmatia;
his nominee, Galerius (305-11) had herded cattle in the Carpathians;
another of his colleagues, Constantius Chlorus (30§-06), was an
obscure country-gentleman from near Naissus (Ni§). They were
men whose rise to power was as spectacular and as well merited as
was that of Napoleon’s marshals. They, and their successors, chose
servants of similar background. The son of a pork butcher, of a small-

14 Constantius Chlorus, the soldier facther of Constantine. Gold medal from the
Beaurains Treasure, Arras Museum.

15 The imperial recovery. Constantius Chlorus arrives in London in 296: ‘He brings
us back the eternal light of Rome.” In the western provinces, the safety of the towns
depended on such arrivals of the emperor at the head of his crack regiments of heavy
cavalry. Copy of gold medallion from Trier.

16 ‘The dollar of the
Middle Ages’: a gold
solidus of Constantine
(306-37). In deliberate
contrast to the rugged
Diocletian, Constantine is
shown as a civilian hero —
with raised eyes and
classical profile. Mint of
Nicomedia.

town notary, of a cloakroom attendant in the public baths, became
the praetorian prefects on whom the prosperity and stability of
the eastern parts of the empire depended under Constantine and
Constantius I1.

The reign of Constantine, especially the period from 324 to 337,
saw the final establishment of a new ‘aristocracy of service’ at the top
of Roman society. They were salaried officials and were paid in the
new, stable gold coinage — the solidus. In the fourth century this gold
coin, the ‘dollar of the Middle Ages’, enjoyed the vast purchasing
power of the modern dollar, in a society still in the grip of a dizzy
inflation. Their positions in the army and the bureaucracy gave the
imperial servants vast opportunities for profiteering in foodstuffs.
As a contemporary wrote: ‘Constantine was the first to open the
provinces to his friends; Constantius II gorged them down to the
marrow.

After the conversion of Constantine in 312. the emperors and the
majority of their courtiers were Christians. The ease with which
Christianity gained control of the upper classes of the Roman empire
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17, 18, 19, 20 The new
Roman. A fourth-century
official from the
Danubian provinces. His
slaves bring him his
trousers (18), his cloak
with pin (19), his
bejewelled military belt
(20). Frescoes from a
tomb at Silistra
(Bulgaria).

in the fourth century was due to the revolution that had placed the
imperial court at the centre of a society of ‘new’ men, who found it
comparatively easy to abandon conservative beliefs in favour of the
new faith of their masters.

The new upper classes brought with them reminders of their
brisk military origins. All officials wore uniform; even the emperors
had abandoned the toga to appear, on their statues, in battle-dress.
This battle-dress was the brutally simple uniform of the Danubian
frontier — a small round helmet, a cloak with a shoulder-pin of bar-
barian workmanship, and a heavy inlaid belt. The Latin slang of the
provinces was irremovably lodged in their official vocabulary: a
classical Roman should have called the new gold piece an aureus;
nobody called it anything but a solidus — a ‘solid bit’.

Thus a new element, drawn from far beyond the traditional aristo-
cracies of the empire, had come to stay in the governing class. Yet
the social fluidity that had forced such men to the top was neither
indiscriminate, nor did it embrace all of Roman society. In the East,
for instance, Constantinople was an isolated whirlpool of change,
whose currents only gradually affected the traditional upper-class
society of the provinces. A Greek rhetor, Libanius (314-93), had to

perform there, in 341/42, before Latin-speaking soldiers who at-
tended his speeches ‘as if I were doing a dumb-show’, for they could
not follow his classical Greck. But he would retire to find more
congenial company in a provincial town such as Nicomedia. Here he
could still find ‘well-born men’, ‘lovers of the Muses’.

For, outside the bustling world of the court and the army, the slow-
moving traditionalist elements in the Roman world had survived.
The great landowners had continued to amass great estates, and the
classical system of education had continued to turn out young men
groomed in conservative ways. Like the opposed vaults of a single
arch, the ‘new’ society of imperial servants came to rest against the
more rooted and backward-looking society of the educated upper
classes. The absorptive power and the creativity of these upper classes
was astonishing. At the end of the fourth century, for instance, rich
Romans, whose grandfathers had perpetrated the brutal novelties
of the Arch of Constantine, were patronizing exquisite neo-classical
ivory-work, and knew more of Latin literature than most of their
predecessors.

The ancient classical education provided the bridgehead between
the two worlds. This culture, studiously absorbed, formed a trompe
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P'wil against which the new man could merge. As one provincial
governor confessed: ‘1 came from a poor father in the countryside:
now, by my love of letters, [ have come to lead the life of a gentle-
man.’ Much of the classical culture of the fourth century was a
‘success-culture’: its most egregious product was a mere thirty-page
‘briefing’ — a breviarium — of Roman history for the new rulers of the
empire.

Yet it is precisely the self-conscious effort of a more fluid upper
class to regain its roots in the past and to achieve a firm basis of cohe-
sion that accounts for some of the most refined and delightful pro-
ducts of the Late Antique world. The new senators patronized
luxury goods of exquisite craftsmanship to emphasize their status and
their solidarity. They celebrated their dynastic matches with silver
bridal chests (such as the Esquiline Casket in the British Museum);
they announced the occasion to their friends in pure, neo-classical
ivory tablets (such as the ‘Nicomachi’ diptych in the Victoria and
Albert Museum). On such diptychs, they celebrated their holding
of the consulship, in an elaborate heraldry that stressed the glory and
antiquity of the title, rather than the new-won merits of its holder.
But the most polished and traditional arteficts that passed between
these men were, of course, theirletters. These were as accomplished
and as jejune as the visiting-cards of the mandarins of imperial
China. The fourth and fifth centuries are the age of vast collections of
Jetters, most of which were no more than the exquisite counters with
which the governing class of the Roman world registered the very
real losses and gains of a continuous struggle for privilege and
influence.

The new governing classes needed scholars, and, in turn, the
scholars came to staff the bureaucracy, and at moments dominated
the court. Ausonius (¢c. 310—¢. 395), a poet from Bordeaux, became an
éminence grise of the western empire. It was possible for Augustine,
a young man from a poor family in Thagaste (South Ahras) in Africa,
to become professor of rhetoric at Milan at the age of thirty (in 384),
and to consider a provincial governorship and an alliance with the
local nobility as the next step in his carcer. In the Greek parts of the
empire, the fusion of traditional scholar and new bureaucrat proved
decisive. Men who shared such a uniform and backward-looking
culture were the only stable focus in a bureaucratic machine that ab-
sorbed talent like a sponge. A constant influx of provincials needing

21 The classical renaissance.
This ivory cclebrated the
marriage of a daughter of

i Symmachus (see p. I16), a

| pagan Roman senator of the

late fourth century.

22 Wedding of a fourth-
century aristocrat. The
couple may have been

Christian, but the occasion
was frankly, and delightfully,
pagan. Detail of the lid from
the Bridal Casket of Secunda

and Projectus.
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to be carefully groomed in classical Greek literature in Constanti-
nople gave the Byzantine governing class the illusory stillness of the
surface of a mill-race. They provided the permanent civil servants
and the provincial governors. It was they who would write the his-
tory of Byzantium for the next thousand years. So uniform was their
culture that their last representative was still writing, under the
Ottoman sultans in the late fiftcenth century, a history of his own times
in the manner of Thucydides.

Two features of this new upper class are worth emphasizing.
First, alongside much blatant careerism, there was a genuine striving
to create an élite. The classical culture of Late Antiquity was like a
high-pitched pyramid: it strained at an ‘aristocratization’, at produ-
cing men ‘raised by habitual discipline above the common mass of
mankind’. Men sought, by studiously absorbing classical standards
of literature and by modelling their behaviour on the ancient heroes,
a stability, a certainty which they could no longer find in unself-
conscious participation in a traditional way of life. They were men
who were painfully aware that many of their roses were grafted on to
a very primitive root stock. Only a meticulous dedication to the
perfection of the ancients could save men, thus cast loose from tradi-
tional sanctions, from themselves. Julian the Apostate (361-63)
genuinely believed that his brother Gallus had ‘gone savage’, but
that he himself had been ‘saved’ by the gods, who had provided him
with a university education. It is not surprising, therefore, that
pagans and Christians fought so virulently throughout the fourth
century as to whether literature or Christianity was the true paideia,
the true Education: for both sides expected to be saved by education.
The man who had chiselled and polished himself like a statue through
devotion to the ancient classics was the highest ideal. He is shown on
his sarcophagus, gazing quictly atan open book —a ‘man of the Muses’,
a saint of classical culture. Soon he will become a saint: the Christian
bishop with his open Bible, the inspired Evangelist crouched over
his page, are direct descendants of the Late Antique portrait of the
man of letters.

Secondly, no matter how high the pyramid might be pitched,
it was always open at the base. Throughout the fourth century the
teaching profession was an area of exceptional fluidity. Thus the
ideal of classical culture was constantly fed by the enthusiasm of new-
comers. The revolutionary ‘conversion’ of Constantine to Chris-

23 The man of culture —
sitting in his teacher’s
chair (prototype of the
bishop’s cathedra), with a
cupboard full of ancient
scrolls of the classics.
Roman rclief.

24 Man of culture to
evangelist. St Matthew
from the Gospels of
Charlemagne, Aachen,
before AD 8o0.

tianity was not the only conversion in that age of change: there were
many more silent but equally fanatical conversions to the traditional
culture and to the old religion. The emperor Diocletian upheld
Roman traditionalism with a religious fervour, as did that amazing
nouveau riche of Greek culture, Julian the Apostate. In the later
empire, indeed, one feels a sudden release of talent and creativity
such as often follows the shaking of an ancien régime. A rising current
of able men, less burdened by the prejudices of an aristocracy and
cager to learn, maintained a tone of vigour and disquictude that
distinguishes the intellectual climate of Late Antiquity from any other
period of ancient history. Of the Fathers of the Church, for instance,
only one — Ambrose (¢. 339-97) — came from a senatorial family.
The men who were able to leave their mark on the highest socicty
of the empire had all of them made their own way from obscure
towns — Plotinus (¢. 205-70) from Upper Egypt, Augustine (354—
430) from Thagaste, Jerome (c. 342-419) from a Stridon that he was
glad to see the last of, and John Chrysostom (¢c. 347-407) from a clerk’s
office in Antioch. Where would this fluidity end ? Would institutions
less conservative than the bureaucracy and the educational system
of the empire harness it more effectively? And to what disturbing
ideas, long prepared in the cities of the Mediterranean, would this
leavening open the way? For the moment, however, let us consider
how the ‘restored” society of the Roman empire, with its distinctive
admixture of old and new elements, settled down to enjoy a century
of comparative security.
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IIT A WORLD RESTORED: ROMAN SOCIETY IN THE FOURTH CENTURY

The newly formed governing class that had emerged throughout
the empire by 350 thought of itself as living in a world restored to
order: Rapmano Saeculi. “The Age of Restoration’, was their favourite
motto on coins and inscriptions. The fourth century is the most pros-
perous period of Roman rule in Britain. As soon as the emperors had
pacified the Rhineland, a new aristocracy sprang up in Gaul like
mushrooms after rain: men like Ausonius, who could remember
how his grandfather had died as a refugee from barbarian invasion
in 270, founded landed fortunes that would last for the next two
centurles. In Africa and Sicily, a series of splendid mosaics illus-
trate the dolce vita of great landowners, without any significant
interruption, from the third to the fifth centuries.

It 1s important to stress this fourth-century revival. The headlong
religious and cultural changes of Late Antiquity did not take place
m a world living under the shadow of a catastrophe. Far from it:
thcy« hould be scen against the background of a rich and surprisingly
1651hcnt society, that had reached a balance and attained a structure
51gnlﬁcantly different from the classical Roman period.

The most blatant feature of this socicety, for both contemporaries
and for the historian, was the widening gulf between rich and poor.
In the western empire, society and culture were dominated by a
senatorial aristocracy five times richer, on the average, than the
senators of the first century. In the tomb of one such senator, work-
men found ‘a pile of golden thread’ — all that remained of a typical
Roman millionaire of the fourth century: Pctronius Probus, ‘his
properties spreading all over the empire — whether honestly gotten
or not’, wrote a contemporary, ‘is not for me to say.’

What is true of the aristocracy is true also of the urban life of the
later empire. The small town shrank in importance — in Ostia, for
instance, the opulent residences of the fourth-century aristocracy
were built out of deserted blocks of artisan flats of the second century.
But the great cities of the empire maintained their lavish style of life
and high population. The quick growth of Constantinople illustrates
this: founded in 324, it had 4,388 private mansions by the fifth century.
Altogether, the prosperity of the Mediterranean world seems to
have drained to the top: the income of a Roman senator could be as
much as 120,000 gold pieces, that of a courtier at Constantinople

25 The new magnificence. Detail from the porphyry sarcophagus (c. Ap 350) of a
daughter of Constantine.
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1,000: but that of a merchant only 200, and of a peasant § gold piccesa
year.

Taxation was the greatest single cause of this change. The land-tax
had trebled within living memory by 350. It reached more than one-
third of a farmer’s gross produce. It was inflexible and thoroughly
ill-distributed. Nothing shows more clearly the ineluctable victory
of the two unseen enemies of the Roman empire — time and distance.
Tax assessments were conscientious; but in so huge a society they
could never be either complete or frequent enough. Hence, the only
way to alleviate one’s burden was to evadeit, lcavir_lg the less fortunate
to pay up. The emperors recognized this. Occasionally thc.}.r \.mul.d
case the burden of taxation by spectacular gestures — privileges,
remissions, the cancelling of bad debts: but these were like spouts of
steam from a safety-valve; though impressive, they did nothing to
redistribute the burden itself. Hence, in the western provinces of the
empire, the wealth the emperor could tap shrank stealthily into the
hands of great landowners, leaving the small man to have his property
ground fine by the constant demands of the tax-collector: not for
nothing, in the Christian hymn ‘Dies Irac’, is the coming of the Last
Judgment thought of in terms of the arrival of a late Roman revenue
official !

A society under pressure, however, is not ncce.\‘:\;arily a dcpl"cssccl
or a rigid society. As we have seen, the society of the early fourth
century was exceptionally open to currents from below — to men, to
professional skills, to ideas — which the more stable world of ab_ou‘t
200 would have dismissed as ‘lower-class’, ‘barbarian’ or ‘provincial’.

The new aristocracies were, more often than not, families with
strong local roots. By the fourth century, most ‘senators’ had never
seen Rome. Instead, they were the leaders of their own society.
Their official careers never took them far from their roots. They
were appointed to govern those provinces in which they were al-
ready important landowners. They visited thc‘san'le tc:wns‘;md
stayed at the same villas where they passed their time as private
persons. This system may have produced men with narrower hOI"l—
zons (although this process had long been anticipated in the social
history of the empire), but it ensured that the influence (?ftl.u: govern-
ing classes reached down to the very bottom of provincial society.
Taxes were paid and recruits appeared for the army because the great
landowners ensured that their peasants did what they were told.

It was they who represented the average man in the law-courts.
The great men of the locality would sit quite openly beside the judge,
regulating the affairs of the community; only they now stood be-
tween the lower classes and the terrors of the tax-collectors. The
remarkable petitions of peasants direct to the imperial court, such as
were common in the second and early third centuries, disappear:
in the late empire, all attempts to secure protection and redress of
grievances had to pass through a great man — a patronus — ‘the boss’
(as in French, le patron), exercising his influence at court. The medieval
idea of the ‘patron saint’, intervening on behalf of his servants at a
remote and awe-inspiring Heavenly Court, is a projection upwards
of this basic fact of late Roman life.

These vertical links were by no means invariably oppressive. Few
late Roman men, if any, thought that their society could work in
any other way: only the warmth of constant personal attention and
loyalty to specific individuals could span the vast distances of the
empire. The great man became the focus of intense loyalities. In
Rome, for instance, the local residents regained an influence that they
had lost since the republic: it was they, not the emperor, who now
provided for the city. In the later empire, pictures of the aristocrat —
giving games, appearing in public asa governor, even at leisure on his
estate — now come to include a dense and admiring crowd.

26 The magnate in his city. A consul’s triumphal procession in Rome; from the
Basilica of Junius Bassus, Rome, fourth century Ap.




THE CROWD 27 Receiving largesse from
Constantine. In the fourth century,

distributions from the emperor and his

officials largely replaced the public

building by private individuals (¢f-

I11. 3). Detail from the Arch of

Constantine, Rome.

28 Watching a circus race. Crowded
scences such as this, though condemned
by Christian bishops, show that the
town life of the Mediterrancan
survived and was seen to survive up to
the sixth century. Mosaic from Galfsa,
Tunisia, fifth century A b,

29 The country villa in
Africa. Different from the
sprawling, single- .
storeyed villa of the &
classical past, with a
closed lower storey and

towers, it could serve asa
castle in times of invasion,
The great landowners were
increasingly expected to
provide their tenants with
such protection. Mosaic
trom Tabarka, Tunisia,
tourth century AD.

The currents of influence in late Roman society did not only pass
downwards, from top to bottom. The new élites were exceptionally
open. The splendid new art of the age, for instance, is the work of
craftsmen and patrons who felt themselves shaken free from the
restraints of previous generations. Mass-production of standardized
classical art — in sarcophagi, in copy-book mosaics, in pottery — had
come to a halt in the late third century. Men now drew on what lay
close to hand. Local craftsmen felt free to bring to the houses of the
great new and uninhibited traditions that had already appeared in
their provinces. The vigour and the expressiveness of the mosaics
and statues of the fourth century show how much late Roman culture
owed to a salutary dislocation and to the consequent strengthening of
local roots.

38 || Altogether, the society of the fourth century shows a double

30 The Palace, carcfully screened from
the outside world. Mosaic from
Sant’Apollinare Nuovo, Ravenna,
sixth century AD.
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movement. At the top, wealth turns inwards, the pitch_ of the social
pyramid is heightened. This accounts for Ithe most obvious apparent
difference between late Roman and classical society — the different
quality of the life of the towns. Our impression of the m.imculml;
vigour of town life in the second century reflects a precise — an
transitory — stage of the development of Roman upper-class society.
At that time a group of rich men of roughly cc;ua_l status, wc}l known
to each other, competed for prestige by lavishing on tht‘ll" l}omc«
towns buildings, statues and similar expensive and colossal bric-a-brac.
By the fourth century, the battle for status had been Fought and won:
services and titles from the emperor, not the public amenities Iaw':ihed
on one’s home-town, marked out a man; and so the great private
building ventures tend to decrease. To understand the public life of
a fourth-century town, we must leave the ﬁ)rum' and the pu@)hc
places and go to the suburbs and to the neighb()ur.mg countryside.
There we will find ourselves in a world of mosaic pavements, as
magnificent as oriental carpets, by which the leading inhabitants of
the late Roman town showed their undimmed affluence. The typical
products of the age are the palace and the cm.mtry—vil]a‘ The palaces at
Ostia, for instance, are each a world of their own: arcades shrpuded
with curtains, walls covered with multi-coloured nmrbles,. |';1}111)<)w
mosaics on the floor created an atmosphere of opulent intimacy.
Even advances in plumbing are used to provide tlu‘: new ]uxury of
private bathrooms. Altogether, this was a more private, lc_ss nv1d'ly
public world. In such palaces, one feels, the cultivation of ﬁ'wufis?up,
of sheltered scholarship, the development of talent and religious
eccentricity in the women's quarters counted for more than the
‘pot-latch’ public postures of a previous age. o
On the other hand, a more local life had meant that certain features
of Roman civilization spread much further than previously. IFrom
Bordeaux to Antioch, local aristocracies participated equally in the
government of the empire: the mosaics of Rochcs.tcr 21111..1 Dorset
show a style of life shared by country-gentlemen in Antioch :fnd
Palestine. Lower down, the humbler provincials at last came to think
of themselves as ‘Romans’. The development of ‘Romance’ langga—-
ges, and hence the retreat of Celtic in Gaul and Spain, owes nothl.ng
“to the classical Roman empire: it was brought about by the contin-
ued influence of the Latin-speaking landowner, tax-collector and
bishop of the fourth and fifth centuries.

Many provinces participated fully in the Roman empire for the
first time after the third century. The Danubian provinces, which
provided the soldiers and the emperors of the ‘Age of Restoration’,
entered Roman life with gusto: they produced fanatical Roman
traditionalists, astute administrators, hard-headed and courageous
heretical bishops.

Even the barbarian world was affected by this development. For
an economic and cultural glacis no longer stood between the Medi-
terranean world and the military frontier of the empire. Along the
Rhine and the Danube, rich villas and cosmopolitan imperial resi-
dences now stood temptingly close to the underdeveloped countries
of central Europe. In some places, the boundaries of the Roman empire
were hardened by this levelling-up of the glacis. The average Roman
felt more strongly than previously that he stood alone and united
against a threatening outside world; everyone within the empire
could count as a romanus, and the empire itself was now called Roma-
nia. Along the Middle Rhine, however, the expansion of provincial
civilization up to the frontier fostered a dangerous symbiosis of Ro-
man and barbarian: the Alamanni who threatened Gaul from the
Black Forest were already in some ways a sub-Roman society; their
warriors lived in Roman-style villas and wore the same heavy belts
and intricate brooches as did the Roman officers who watched over
them from Cologne, Mainz and Strasbourg.

Roman civilization of the fourth century drew on a wider fran-
chise than previously. In the East, provinces that had remained
silent since the beginnings of the Hellenistic age, suddenly became
seedbeds of talent. Cappadocia, proverbially a backward area, pro-
duced gifted bishop after bishop — most notable the ‘Cappadocian
Fathers’, Basil of Caesarea (c. 330-79), Gregory of Nyssa (c. 331-96)
and Gregory of Nazianze (329-89) — and flooded the classical lecture-
halls of Antioch with dedicated young men. Egypt, which had been
deliberately relegated to a backwater in the Roman empire, rapidly
came into its own: at one and the same time the farmers of Upper
Egypt created a totally new monastic culture and its towns exported a
succession of gifted Greek-speaking poets.

The most decisive feature of this widening of Roman rule was,
of course, that the Roman empire itself came to mean something
different to the new romani. The old foci of loyalty had long been
found to be ecither too abstract or too distant. Qutside a restricted,
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31 The emperor is arriving on

in by a dancing Victory, and
protected by the Christian
Chi-rho emblem. This stylized
silver dish, an imperial gift
showing Constantius II,

is always close to hand to his
subjects.

32 In a late Roman court, the
imperial icons hang beside the
governor on his dais, and the
crowd salutes them when
shouting their petitions. The
trial of Christ in the Rossano
Gospel, sixth century.

if articulate, circle nostalgia for the Senate meant little; and outside
the Latin world, there was no veneration for the city of Rome.
Latin emperors like Diocletian and his colleagues showed that 1t
was quite possible to be a fanatical romanus and yet to visit Rome only
once in a lifetime. In the Greek East it was plain that the empire was
the emperor, L'¢tat ¢’est moi: this is the idea that lay behind the quite
spontaneous elevation of the person of the emperor in the Late
Antique period. The provincials of the eastern parts of the empire
were enthusiastic ‘Romans’. They called themselves Rhomaioi for
the next thousand years; and in the medieval Near East the Byzantine
empire was always known as Riim, ‘Rome’, and Christians as ‘Romans’,
Rimi. But the provincials felt this loyalty, not through the brittle
protocol of senatorial or civic institutions, but directly — by falling on
their knees before statues and icons of the emperor himself, whose
majestic pose and searching eyes brought home to them the only man
whose ‘ceaseless, many-sided care’ embraced all the inhabitants of
Romania.

A vital difference between the western and the eastern parts of the
empire is betrayed by this difference in loyalty. In the East, there

THE IMPERIAL PRESENCE

horseback (as in IIl. 15), ushered

communicates that the emperor

were more participants in the empire, and more prosperous par-
ticipants, than in the West. Because of this, enthusiasm for the emperor
struck firmer roots in the castern empire, and so took this more
uninhibitedly popular form.

Ever since the conquests of the Roman republic, large areas of the
West had remained overwhelmingly agricultural and largely under-
developed. Such a primitive economy could not stand the complex
repercussions of a century of unprecedented taxation. By the fifth
century, the wealth of the West had snowballed into the ha_ﬁd_smdf'a_fc:w
great families: an oligarchy of senators stood between thcweragt
man and the imperial government in every province. In the East,
the greater importance of trade, and the proliferation of small but
viable cities in the hinterland of the Mediterrancan, ensured a more
baiaslced‘ even a more cgalitarian society. The local landowners of a
Greek city might be very rich and very conservative, but, while
Gaul and Italy fell into the hands of halfa dozen great clans, ten fami-
lies at least competed for influence round Antioch alone. The gains of
a Greek civic magnate remained limited to his locality, and the city
itself remained the focus of his energies. The Greek idea of energeia, of
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a rivalry of great houses in showing good for their community, was
remarkably resilient. In the mid-fifth century a bishop, when accused
of heresy, would instinctively defend himself in terms of this tradi-
tion: what could the local notables have against him; had he not
embellished their city by building an aqueduct and the public porti-
coes? Such an evenly balanced gentry was never overshadowed and
cowed by overmighty landowners: they provided an unfailing reser-
voir of well-educated and conscientious civil servants for the adminis-
tration in Constantinople, and throughout the late Roman period
they decorated their towns with statues, inscriptions and churches
whose richness is only beginning to be discovered by archaeologists
in Turkey.

Furthermore, the peasants of Asia Minor, Syria and Egypt were
very different from the dragooned and excluded %% of the western
provinces. They could get a good enough price for their corn in the
towns to pay both their rent and their taxes. They could, therefore,
meet the demands of the government without being shepherded on
to the estates of the great landowners. In the middle of the fifth cen-
tury, the difference in atmosphere between the two parts of the
empire was largely due to the different role of the small man. When
Gaul was being terrorized by peasants’ revolts, provoked by taxation
and rack-renting, the farmers of northern Syria were able to build
substantial stone houses in villages that now shelter only a few nomads;
the tenants of Palestine had maintained a hydraulic system that made
the Lake of Galilee and the Negev a garden strewn with gay mosaic
pavements; the peasants of Egypt were finding expression for their
stubborn independence and ingenuity in the great monastic encamp-
ments of the Thebaid. The parting of the ways between western
Europe and the eastern Mediterranean, which is the most important
immediate legacy of the Late Antique world, goes back to such
humble, concrete contrasts.

Two towns of the fourth and fifth centuries have recently been exca-
vated — Ostia (near Rome) and Ephesus (Efes, Turkey). Both have
surprised the scholar by the resilience of the old world in their archi-
tecture, and in the traces of their civic life. The mosaics of Ostia may
point the way to medieval art; but they are equally tenaciously linked
to the colourful traditions of first-century Pompeii and Herculancum.

Like many phenomena of the later Roman empire, only a trick of

perspective makes them appear totally unrelated to the classical
world. Classical scholars have concentrated so much on the first
century of the Roman empire that they tend to forget the long, quiet
transformation of classical art, and of the classical forms of public
life, in the two centuries between Trajan and Constantine.

_Two features would never have appeared at any carlier time. Both
towns have’a series of stylized statues whose immobile features and

raised eyes betray a new preoccupation with the inner life and with

the supernatural. Both towns have'large Christian basilicas. These
features are a reminder that, however well the men of the fourth-
century ‘Age of Restoration’ may have adjusted themselves to a
new political and social situation, seismic shifts in their religion and
culture stood betwgen them and the classical world of 200. To under-
stand these shifts we must go back in time to the age of Marcus Aurelius;
we must embrace different sections of experience; we must even con-
sider different areas of Roman society, so as to trace the religious
changes of the second, third and fourth centuries in intellectuals and
religious leaders, and in the hopes and disquietudes of the average
inhabitant of the great Mediterranean cities.
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33 A late Roman town: Antioch in the fourth century. Detail from a mosaic, the
‘Mepalopsychia Hunt’.




._—l’i.r.l:l.”’_“”‘-ﬂr-lt‘!;o.‘lﬂtiai.-‘b A

R e e SR

" l N g - ..nl:.‘ﬂﬁ-". -
- - v

o

= 2 2 = —
— ® = 8 NS
=« O = [T o L
S w» = T - R ]
2% TEgSog T EES
1 2P aee® o, 2o B.X
cERT 228 53820 8

z = @ = L
F3 803078252284
OPSHPMbﬂnt(\n(_yn
ot 8= 5 =
SESESSES LY Heg R
S8 U g oo L5 oD YE o
= = fea—l 1t0€ﬁ]
2SS g ag s EE28EEL
O O w. o o Olpap
= - Te S =5 08 e
=1 o .0% 5 httOnn
v & 8 2= 27 g O
= (] = 4 =T BEw O =
S g8k 2238 .3 ¢ = =
Hd®w .5 204 0= 1 0w g
B U 28 L8 2SR o &
~WE QO QOS5 2w aoF 5.2 4dE
«Z 252 =, L2520
rtemm ,th/ﬂ/&mav
T s O Mo = .0 e L
T oY 2o =5 8 g
~o0EOPFPTEWHTET A o

S T TGRS



I RELIGION

aF

IV THE NEW MOOD: DIRECTIONS OF RELIGIOUS THOUGHT,
= €. 170-300

=

The historian is in danger of forgetting that his subjects spent much
of their time asleep, and that, when asleep, they had dreams. One
Greek rhetor, however, Aelius Aristides (118-80), has left us a full
account of his dreams. He recorded them as Sacred Tales, for these
dreams deal primarily with appearances of the god Asclepius. They
include dreams of religious terror and exaltation. Aristides became
convinced that he was the elect of the god and that his waking life
was a ‘divine drama’ moulded at every step by the loving care of
Asclepius.

The case of Aristides reminds us, should this be necessary, that the
Roman empire at the height of its prosperity had room for many such
eccentrics: we are dealing with a society in which the overwhelming
majority of educated men had always turned, not to philosophy,
even less to science, but rather to the means made available to them
by their traditional religion, to cope with the business of living.

Yet it is equally important to notice that the intense dream-life
of Aristides made not the slightest difference to his determination
to live a successful life as a conservative, educated gentleman: Ascle-
pius merely helped him through the ‘breakdowns’ that might have
threatened his successful career. We know him as the author of a
classic panegyric on the benefits of the Roman empire, and as a bitter
enemy of the Christians — ‘men in Palestine who show their impiety
as you would expect them to, by having no respect for their betters’.

Aristides still felt firmly held in a traditional pagan life. In the cen-
tury following Aristides, a change was to come about. The rich
religious life of the Mediterranean, which had shown an infinite
capacity to draw on the exotic and the eccentric, suddenly ebbed
away from the traditional mould in which men like Aristides felt
entirely at home. Many tried to reinterpret their ancestral religion;
a few obtained ‘a divorce from the ways of the past’ by becoming 49
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36 The new mood. ‘I shall lift up mine eyes to the hills, from whence cometh my
help.” Fourth-century portrait of a deceased woman, from the Catacomb of Vigna
Massimo, Rome.
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Christians. The period between about(170 and the conversion of the
emperor Constantine to Christianity in(312/saw a vast and anxious
activity in religion. We have the first literary duels between Christian
and educated pagans: the pagan Celsus wrote his True Doctrine
about 168, and was answered at length by Origen of Alexandria in
248. In their cultivated study-groups, Gnostic teachers attempted to
plumb the depths of the ‘true knowledge’, the gnosis, contained in
Christianity. (Writings of Gnostics, of about 170, have recently been
discovered in a Coptic translation at Nag-Hammadi, Egypt.) Pagans
cast their disquietudes into the form of little treatises of edification,
such as the revelations of the Egyptian Hermes Trismegistos, the
“Thrice-great Hermes’. '

It would be naive to regard the changes betrayed in these writings
merely as the decline of a classical enlightenment and the rise of super
stition. The starting-point in the age of the Antonines is not so much
enlightenment as the diffused and well-regulated superstition by
which many a well-rooted and successful governing class persuades
itself that it lives in as good a world as possible. The attitude is sum-
med up in the motto that frequently occurs on coins of the second and
third centuries: Providentia deorum — “The gods are looking after us’.
“The gods are always there to show their power’, Marcus Aurelius
wrote, ‘“They help us in their marvellous way. They send us dreams;
they reveal mysteries; they provide us with remedies against ill-health,
and oracles for our uncertainties.’

Educated pagans still felt at home in their universe. According to,

the philosophers, the universe was ruled by One High God, who was
quite inexpressible and thus ‘above” everything. This one God, how-
ever, was fully represented on carth by the ministrations of the many
gods of traditional belief. These were thought of as His ‘ministering
spirits’: they were the provincial governors of His far-flung empire.
The average man was quite content with these homely figures, and
the dress of the classical Olympians still fitted them. There was no
period of the ancient world in which the average man could be
quite as certain that he knew exactly what the classical gods looked
like: they were everywhere in the second century, in their most
stereotyped and traditional form — on mass-produced statues, coins
and pottery.

These gods were believed to care for mankind in general, and for

cities and individuals in particular. The case of Aristides shows how

seriously people expected direct personal attention. Throughout
the Roman world, cities and individuals were giving the old gods
every opportunity to look after their worshippers: the second
century saw a remarkable revival of the traditional oracle-sites of the
Greek world.

This care was obtained by following(ritey regarded as being as old
as the human race itself. To abandon such rites provoked genuine
anxiety and hatred. Christians were savagely attacked for having
neglected these rites whenever earthquakes, famine or barbarian
invasion betrayed the anger of the gods./

Altogether, in such a system of belief, a man could feel embedded

in the closely knit structure of a world permeated by the care of age-
old gods. He could feel certain that what his parents and his fellows
had always done in their home-towns fitted without tension into the
vast enveloping mass of a perfect universe. Traditional belief in the
activity of the gods in the universe presented a singularly unified
and unbroken surface. The thoughts and anxieties of the ‘new mood’
after 170 drove fissures across it. It is by examining some of the new
preoccupations of sensitive men that we can appreciate the nature of
the spiritual revolution that makes Late Antiquity such a distinct and
fertile period in the history of the ancient Mediterranean.
. First, the individual had a growing sense of possessing something
in himself that was infinitely valuable and yet painfully unrelated
to F!lc outside world. After generations of apparently satisfying public
flctlvity, it was as if a current that had passed smoothly from men’s
inner experience into the outside world had been cut. The warmth
drained from the familiar environment. Traditional concerns seemed
trivial, if not positively oppressive. Already Marcus Aurelius looks
at the world as if through the small end of a telescope: the Danubian
campaigns by which he saved the empire in 17275 and 178-80
strike him as ‘puppies fighting for a bone’. We find the philosopher
Plotinus wondering: “When I come to myself, I wonder how it is
that I have a body . . . by what deterioration did this happen?* The
Gnostic ‘awakens’ to find life is a nightmare ‘in which we flee one
knows not where, or else remain inert in pursuit of one knows not
whom’: The baptized Christian stands as a ‘son of God’, pitched
against a world ruled by a prince of evil.

Finding a sudden reserve of perfection or inspiration inside one-
self went hand in hand with a need for 2 God with whom one could
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be alone: a God whose ‘charge’, as it were, had remained concen-
trated and personal rather than diffused in benign but profogndly
impersonal ministrations to the universe at large. Men who still felt
that it was their conventional activities that needed to be blessed or
stimulated were opaque to this new need : Aristides _felt utFerly depf.:n-
dent on Asclepius, but he was predictably conventional in regarding
7eus as the distant ruler of a thoroughly Greek pantheon. The new
mood, by contrast, appealed straight to the centre and away from the
subordinate gods of popular belief — to the One G(.)d H1m§elf, as ‘a
figure of latent, unexpressed power. For the Gnostics, for 1:1st:111c¢».,
the good God had been utterly hidden, had never been known be-
fore; he had made a sudden ‘breakthrough’, in ordq to appear, at
last, to the belicver from behind the towering machinery of a dia-
bolical world. In various ways the reassuring agc»O'Id imagery of
minor gods that had swaddled the One God of the bien pensant w}?s
stripped away. [The Christian found ]mnsc?f Facc;' to face with the
drastic simplicity of the one ‘God of the Universe’; gnd even for the
thinking pagan the Olympians had begun to seem a little transparent \
The classical mask no longer fitted over the looming and inscrutable
core of the universe.

It would be naive to describe this development merely as a groth
of ‘otherworldliness’. Far from it: the belief that one could be 1n
direct contact with something bigger than oneself was no srpall hglp
in a time of revolutionary change; and it was not in the least inconsis-
tent with political acumen. Traditional pa_gamsm.had Fx.prcssedi;'tsehf

‘ through forms as impersonal as ic universe itself: it m0b111?e
- feelings for sacred things — for ancient rites, for statues, for oracles,

' for vast beloved temples. The ‘new mood’, by contrast, threw up

men — raw individuals who believed that they were the agents of
vast forces. The men who really left their mark on the Roman World
in the third and fourth centuries all believed that they were acting as
‘servants’ of God or of the gods, and drew lavishly on the supernat.ural
for guidance and sanction in a puzzling age: c‘Cle:smSt_lcal orgamze“rs
such as@ypriqﬁ)bishop ofiCarthage (24&—58); rcifn‘l_m‘ng cmp.crorsl -
Aurelian (270-75) the pagan, Constantine the (,h‘nstl;m. Julian the
ApOState (361-63); fertile and pertinacious geniuses, such as St
Athanasius (c. 206-373) and St Augustine. o _

" The sense of an imminent ‘breakthrough’ of divine energy 1n tzhe
inner world of the individual had revolutionary effects. For in-

numerable humble men and women it subtly loosened the moulding
power of classical culture and of the habitual sanctions of behaviour.
Pagan and Christian writings of the ‘new mood’ share an interest in
‘conversion’ in its sharpest sense — that is, they regarded it as possible
for the ‘real’ divine self suddenly to emerge at the expense of the
individual’s normal social identity. The ‘reborn’ pupil of Thrice-
Great Hermes, the ‘spiritual’ man of the Gnostics, the baptized
Christian, each felt that a glass wall stood between his new life and
his past: his new behaviour owed everything to God and nothing
to society.

The idea of ‘conversion” was closely related to the idea of ‘revela-!

tton’. Between them, the two ideas opened a breach in the high wall
of classical culture for the average man. By ‘conversion’ he gained a
moral excellence which had previously been reserved for the classical
Greek and Roman gentleman because of his careful grooming and
punctilious conformity to ancient models. By ‘revelation’ the un-
cducated might get to the heart of vital issues, without exposing
himself to the high costs, to the professional rancours and to the heavy
traditionalism of a second-century education in philosophy. Pagan
philosophers, who might share many aspects of the ‘new mood’,
were bitterly opposed to Christians and to pagan Gnostics who relied
on such means. ‘Revelation’, for a philosopher such as Plotinus, was
not merely irrational: it led to second-rate counterfeits of traditional
academic philosophical culture. It was as if the inhabitants of an
underdeveloped country were to seek to catch up with western

;
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technology by claiming to have learnt nuclear physics through .

dreams and oracles.

Men who had discovered some inner perfection in themselves, who
felt capable of intimate contact with the One God, found the problem
of evil; also, to be more intimate, more drastic. To ‘look at the sum
total of things’, to treat human miseries with detachment - as so many
regrettable traffic-accidents on the well-regulated road system of the
universe — was plainly insufficient. It made no sense of the vigour of
conflicting emotions within oneself. Hence the most crucial develop-
ment of these centuries: the definitive splitting-off of the ‘demons’
as active forces of evil, against whom men had to pit themselves.
The sharp smell of an invisible battle hung over the religious and
intellectual life of Late Antique man. To sin was no longer merely to
err: it was to allow oneself to be overcome by unseen forces. To err
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37 The Great Headless One: a
powerful demon on a magical
papyrus. The learned could hope
to control such demons through
magic books; to own such a
book was a capital offence. From
Berlin Pap. 5026, fourth century.

I

was not to be mistaken: it was to be unconsciously manipulated by
some invisible malign power. The more strongly people felt .ablout
their ideas, the more potent the demons seemed to them: Christians
believed that traditional paganism, far from being the work of men,
was an ‘opium of the masses’, pumped into the. human race.by the
non-human demons; and one scholar even ascribed bad reviews of
his book to demonic inspiration!

But if the demons were the ‘stars’ of the religious drama of_ Ljate
Antiquity, they needed animpresario. They found th1§ in the Chnstmn
Church. Outside Christianity, the demons had remained amblvalf.:nt
(rather like ghosts). They were invoked to explgin suddep and in-
congruous misfortunes, deviations from normative behaviour 'such
as riots, plagues and inappropriate love-affairs. They were as WlC.161.
invoked, and caused as little anxiety, as microbes (.10 today. Christi=
anity, however, made the demons central to its view .of the world.
The Christian Church had inherited, through late Judaism, that m(_)st
fateful legacy of Zoroastrian Persia to the western world — a behe'f
in the absolute division of the spiritual world between good and evil
powers, between angels and demons. To men incre.asingly pre-
occupied with the problem of evil, the Christian attitude to the

38 (left) Driving out the demon. At
an abrupt word of command from
a holy man, the demon visibly
leaves the sufferer. Relief from the
bronze door of the Church of San
Zeno, Verona, twelfth century,

39 Miracles of healing. For the
average man, Christ was a
wonder-worker. Even pagans
revered Him as a redoubtable
magician. Detail from an Italian
ivory diptych, 450-6o.

demons offered an answer designed to relieve nameless anxiety : they
focused this anxicty on the demons and at the same time offered a
remedy for it. The devil was given vast but strictly mapped-out
powers. He was an all-embracing agent of evil in the human race;
but he had been defeated by Christ and could be held in check by
Christ’s human agents. The Christians were convinced that they were
merely ‘mopping-up’, on earth, a battle that had already been won
for them in Heaven. The monks treated the demons with the
delighted alarm of small boys visiting a lion in the zoo; and the
Christian bishops set about their work in the heady frame of mind
of many a revolutionary - they faced a diabolically organized society
that was, at one and the same time, towering, noxious, and yet
hollow, doomed to destruction. Hence, however many sound social
and cultural reasons the historian may find for the expansion of the
Christian Church, the fact remains that in all Christian literature from
the New Testament onwards, the Christian missionaries advanced
principally by revealing the bankruptcy of men’s invisible enemies,
the demons, through exorcisms and miracles of healing.

Nothing reveals more clearly the brisk and pugnacious climate
that developed in the third century than the role allotted to the
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demons. They came to be identified as intrusive ;.:ie.t*ncnts of c.:vil in
every situation of disease and misfortune. Yet thf:lr presence dtd_ not
weigh as heavily on Late Antique men as we might think, Prec;sely
because they could be ‘isolated’ and driven out. In disease, for instance,
the holy man could ‘see’ the demon in the human body._and co_uld
expel it, often in the satisfactorily concrete form of a vun!nle object
— as a mouse, a reptile, a bird. Thus, one of the most profound and
mysterious changes in men’s attitude to thc:‘nselves took placc’:'. In the
age of the Antonines, we meet a surprising number of florid .va}c—
tudinarians: Aelius Aristides made constant capital out of his ill-
health;.and Galen, the doctor (c. 129-99), was the intellectgal leafier
of Roman society. Their hypochondria is a puzzling e}nd d1st.urb1ng
symptom; but it was expressed in terms of the tradltlc?nal views of
Greek medicine — men focused their anxieties on the imbalance of
humours in their own bodies. Men of later generations tended to
disown disease as springihg' from themselves: defence against. attacks
by demons preoccupied them more than did the intimate disorders
of their constitutions. )

Altogether, the ‘new mood’ encouraged men to feel Fhat they
needed to defend their identity by drawing sharp boundaries round
it. They fitted less casily into their communities and felt out of place

“in the physical world. They stood aloofand alone with their One God.

By conversion, by accepting a revelation, they cut them'scivcs off
from their own past and from the beliefs of the mass .of their fellows.
They manned the barricades in an invisible battle with the demons.
As a result, the individual came to feel more strongl).’ than ever
previously that he needed to survive in another, bc‘ttf.:r existence. The
third century saw an increase in the influence of religious groups }Nhu)
claimed that their members, who had to defend with such ferocity a
new-won sense of uniqueness in this world, would enjoy victory and
rest in the next. The initiate of Mithras, for instance, was armed
against the demons, who might attack his soul‘ as it rose to Hea'\rcn
after death, through the tranquil glow of the Milky Way. Th:? paint-
ings of the Christian catacombs express similar ideas. By baptism the
believer was ‘snatched’ from the dangers of this world: he was
identified with Daniel, standing peacefully, his arms outstretched in
prayer, in the middle of the lions' den. After death he enjoyed a
Heavenly ‘repose’ — refrigerium — as Jonah had once rested from the
cruel heat of the day in the cool of an arbour.

The most profound'boundary'in the Late Antique world was the
one drawn'after death, The invisible chasm between the ‘saved’ and the
‘damned’ stood like a deep moat round the little groups, pagan and
Christian alike, that came to chisel out a position for themselves at
the expense of the time-honoured consensus of traditional public
worship.

The age of the Antonines saw the coming together of these
thoughts. Hence the strange appearance of that age. Reading the
literature of the classical upper classes we can agree with Gibbon:
‘If a man were called to fix the period in the history of the world,
during which the condition of the human race was most happy and
prosperous, he would, without hesitation, name that which elapsed
from the death of Domitian to the accession of Commodus’ — for in
this, he was accepting the judgment of a group of contemporaries on
themselves. Traditional civic life had never spread so far in western
Europe. In the Greek world, a new self-confidence expressed itself in
a romantic revival of classical culture and religion. Men still felt at
ease in their cities. The heroes of the age were not saints: they were
the ‘Sophists’ — orators who played a vital role in the life of the towns
(see p. 17). The leading professor of rhetoric in Rome received
100,000 sesterces a year.

At exactly the same time, a Christian bishop in Rome was receiving
only 7,000 sesterces g{yﬁq}&é’"}l})&l& appearances, his group was dwarfed
by the robust edifice of classical pui)hc life; he was an incompre-
hensible emigrant in a great city, like Karl Marx in Victorian London.
Yet one can already see why,l,li}}ﬁ El?\% next century, the Christian
bishop might emerge from oblivion: for one traditional star-orator
there had already sprung up in Rome a dozen little conventicles, the
didaskaleia — the study-groups — of questioning men. There was the
Christian Church proper; the convejrllticles of the Gnostic Valentinus,
‘the children of the understanding of the heart’; the hushed lecture-

hall atmosphere of the disciples of Thrice-Great Hermes. In the next
chapter we shall see why it was that, when the lamboyant public life
of the ancient cities was touched by the frost of public emergency
after 240, a world obscurely prepared among humble men in such
little conventicles was able to come to the fore in the form of an
organized Christian Church.
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40 The imagery of the
afterlife. The rest of Jonah
in the shade of a gourd
(compare the dirge in
Shakespeare’s Cymbeline,
‘Fear no morc the heat of
the sun’). Fourth-century
gold-leaf glass,

41 Death was not only
rest, It was also a lucky
escape from the dangers
of this world and the
next; Vibia is here led by
a Good Angel to a
heavenly banquet.
Fourth-century wall
painting from pagan
tomb of Vibia, Rome.

43 The religious leaders. This sccond-
century wall painting from Dura-
Europos shows the appeal of the East
in the person of a Persian priest.
Zoroaster was treated as onc of the
wise men of the classical world, and
the ‘Persian philosophy’ continued to
attract even such very Greek thinkers
as Plotinus.

42 (above) The
philosopher and his
praymg convert,
As a dircctor, the
‘man of culture’
can even save souls.
From a sarcophagus
in S. Maria
Antiqua, Rome.

44 The study
group. Here the
teacher is alone
with his little band
of disciples.
Fourth-century
wall painting in
the Catacomb of
the Via Latina,
Romnie.

















































































































































































































































