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INTRODUCTION 

In light of recent archaealagical evidence regarding rural temples and the 

Christianisation of the countryside in the Raman Empire, a re-examination af the 

cancept and forms of pagan worship existent in the late fourth century is necessary in 

order to accommodate these new fmdings. Firstly, it is af vital importance to attempt to 

defme the extremely broad term that is 'paganism' and to select the specific areas that 

will be addressed. The colloquial term pagani, which frrst appeared in Christian 

inscriptions of the early fourth century, 'likely referred to civilian non-believers who had 

not been baptised. 1 However, it must be noted that the oldest sense of the classical LatiB 

term piigiinus meant 'of the country' or 'rustic'. It has been argued that the transferred 

use reflects the fact that the ancient idolatry lingered on in the rural villages and hamlets 

after Christianity had been generally accepted in the towns and cities of the Roman 

Empire.2 From its earliest beginnings, Christianity is believed to have spread much more 

rapidly in major urban areas (such as Antioch, Alexandria, Corinth and Rome) than in 

the countryside. In fact, the early church was almost entirely urban and saon the word 

for cauntry dweller became synonymous with someone who was not a Christian, giving 

rise to the modem meaning of 'pagan'. This may, in part, owe much to the conservative 

nature of rural people, who could have been more resistant to the new ideas of 

Christianity than those who lived in major urban centres. However, it may have also 

t:esulted from early Christian missionaries focusing their efforts within major population 

centres rather than throughout an expansive yet sparsely populated countryside. 

The term 'cult acts' has also been posited as a mare apt description of Roman 

religious practice, and this certainly does account for the panoply of practices of a 

religious nature that existed in the Roman world; differences in culture, class, geography 

and ancestry led individuals to seek religious affiliatians unique to themselves? A 

distinction must also be made between state supported cults and regional private cults 

1 An· earlier example has been suggested in Tertullian De Corona Militis 11, "Apud hunc [se. Christum] 
lam miles est paganus fide/is quam paganus est miles infidelis, " but the word paganus could be 
interpreted here in the sense of 'civilian' rather than 'heathen' 
2 Oros. Hist. l. Prol. 9 "Ex locorum agrestium compitis et pagis pagani vocantur." 
3 See O'Donnelll1979 
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which never received official consecration of their places of worship. Long before 

Theodosius I closed sanctuaries and outlawed sacrifice, public funding, imperial grants 

and city taxes no longer funded temples belonging to cities in the second half of the 

fourth century. However, there is evidence to suggest that in the countryside especially, 

cult acts were far from defunct at this time and even survived well into the fifth century. 

This is true regarding the status of temples also during the second half of the fourth 

century, at a time when the legislation of the Christian emperors was being passed 

against places of worship as well as certain ritual acts such as sacrifice. Some have 

claimed that cults were only valid due to the fact that they enjoyed centuries of 

uninterrupted support and ensured social cohesion as the pillars of tradition within 

Roman society. However, a large number managed to survive for a time even when 

support, including fmancial, had ceased. 

It is necessary at this early stage to construct a time frame in which the evidence 

for continued pagan practice can be presented. An attempt to measure decline can be 

made at any point in the post-Constantinian period and, although the focus will 

predominantly be on the late fourth century, the reigns of Constantine and his sons will 

be addressed in order to provide a point of comparison for the later part of the century, 

ending roughly with the reign of Theodosius I when the main pillars of pagan worship 

were officially outlawed. Within this time frame, an attempt wiH be made to explore the 

differences between Rome as the traditional centre of the western Empire and Britain as 

a province on the periphery of the north-western Empire. The difference between urban 

and rural as well as the increasingly prominent types of ritual in the later fourth century 

will be addressed; whether the loss of temples as a vital institutional base was real or 

perceived, bearing in mind that paganism was, largely, a non-institutional form of 

worship in that it was deeply rooted in earth-based belief structures. This will be 

eX:plored with the legislation in mind, in order to determine the impact that the laws had 

on the city of Rome as a centre of traditional values and on a province further away in 

order to discover the success of these attempts to limit the types of religious practice in 

two differing social contexts. Not only does the legislation itself hold importance, but 

also the gradual effects of Christianisation, including Christian hostility towards pagan 
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at a faster rate and more wholly than other areas left more so to their own devices, such 

as Britain. 

With regard to the city of Rome, there is a wealth of historical source material as 

well as archaeological and epigraphic evidence to indicate that paganism was still at the 

centre of Raman social life during the mid to late fourth century and, although 

Christianity certainly enjoyed a presence in the city, the picture of a Christianised city 

appears less likely. Pagan art in secular contexts such as the Circus Maximus and 

Christian attitudes towards this continued presence of the old religion in the daily lives 

of those living in the city are of particular interest. Senatorial life in Rome and the duties 

of these official's towards the traditional cults was of great importance to the nature, 

aesthetic appeal and success of the city. Temple restoration as part of the obligatien of 

officials such as Praetextatus as well as their more personal and passionate attempts to 

maintain tradition provides an insight into the beliefs and causes of the city's influential 

elite. In addition to this, there is evidence of Mithraic worship becoming prominent in 

the second half of the fourth century among the senatorial ranks, an Oriental mystery 

religion predominantly associated with the military in the preceding centuries. The mle 

which Julian the Apostate played during his short reign as well as the reception of his 

policies may also provide some insight into the attitudes of pagan and Christian alike 

during the fourth century towards religion. 

Archaeological evidence combined where possible with historical sources will 

be used to provide examples of active temples in the fourth century, some of which may 

have survived into the fifth century as cult sites with a modified use. Little 

archaeological evidence exists from Britain to suggest compliance with Theodosius' 

decrees to ban sacrifices, cults and close temples or the preceding legislation which 

became gradually more restrictive towards pagan forms of worship. Ih this province too, 

there is some evidence to suggest a possible 'pagan revival' during JuHan's reign 

compared to other areas of the Empire, albeit Romano-Celtic in nature which may 

indicate a return to normality for native Britons who never really teok to Roman rule in 

the same way as populations of other provinces had done. This evidence must be 



5 

compared with documented cases of temples being abandoned and in ruin by the late 

fourth century in order to provide a balanced picture of the socio-religious climate in 

this province of Roman Empire at this point in time. In addition, changes in burial 

practices in fourth century Britain will be examined, in particular the two rather curious 

practices quite specific to the fourth century of prone and decapitated burial. The 

likelihood of these burial rituals indicating pagan practice is worthy of exploration, as 

well as the many other factors determining cultural attitudes towards the deceased that 

must be taken into account. 



CHAPTERl 

THE LEGISLATION OF THE CHRISTIAN EMPERORS IN THE FOURTH 

CENTURY 

6 

The attitude of the Christian emperors towards paganism throughout the fourth 

century AD can be explained as a progressive shift from toleration under Constantine to 

proscription under Theodosius. To a large extent, knowledge of the Christian emperors' 

legislation is based on the Codex Theodosianus; it is therefore essential to be aware of 

its limitations. The Codex Theodosianus was compiled between 429 and 437 AD. It 

contained only a part of the imperial legislation of the fourth century and it is important 

to note that the compilers of the Code edited the laws so that only the essential aspects 

of each were included. One must therefore treat this source with caution and, where 

possible, use it in conjunction with other primary sources of relevance, for example the 

surviving writings of Ammianus Marcellinus and Eusebius' Vita Constantini. 

It is essential to highLight the evolution of the actual application of the legislation 

and of local resistance to it throughout the Empire, the aim being to show that the 

growth of the Church's influence over the emperors had been an important factor in the 

hardening of the imperial legislation and the growth of the Church at the local level had 

been even more decisive in ensuring that these laws were enforced. Whether or not this 

hardened approach was successful is another matter, and examples of continuing pagan 

religious practice will be provided throughout this work. 

The legislation of the Christian emperors towards pagan practices has been the 

subject of much contention among historians, some believing that the emperors had little 

or no intention of outlawing pagan practices while others have argued that this was their 

main aim. As many of the laws contained within the Codex Theodosianus were based on 

precedent, the Christian emperors had no solid framework for the outlawing of religious 

practice aside from Diocletian's persecutory measures against the Christians. The 

reversal of these policies in Constantine's Edict of Milan marked a return to a more 
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tolerant religious policy as had existed prior to Diocletian's reign, with no harsh 

measures taken against pagan practices. 

The attitude of the Emperor Constantine towards pagan practices is a highly 

problematic and complicated issue that continues to come under scholarly debate. Many 

scholars have regarded Constantine as a promoter of religious toleration while T.D. 

Bames, accepting Eusebius' apologetic and partisan depiction of Constantine, has 

interpreted the emperor as an aggressively anti-pagan emperor whose religious policy 

was coherent and comprehensive. Bames' reinterpretation has been criticised by other 

historians who have ended up with a more complex view of Constantine's religious 

policies.1 The most problematic evidence is Eusebius' claim that Constantine banned all 

sacrifices by a law when he became sole Roman emperor in 324 AD.8 The account of 

Eusebius is supported by the first extant law against sacrifice, issued by Constans and 

Constantius in 341 AD, which aLludes to said law issued in the past by Constantine. This 

law states: 

"Imp. constantius a. ad madalianum agentem vicem praefectorum 

praetorio. cesset superstitio, sacrificiorum aboleatur insania. nam 

quicumque contra legem divi principis parentis nostri et banc nostrae 

mansuetudinis iussionem ausus fuerit sacrificia celebrare, competens in 

eum vindicta et praesens sententia exeratur. accepta marcellino et probino 

conss." 9 

There is no certain evidence for a campaign against cult practices by Constantine, and 

the documentary evidence for the law having ever existed is conflicting. Eusebius 

mentions two laws being sent out at the same time and produces a copy of the second 

law. The first refers to the prohibition of sacrifice, but Eusebius makes the claim that its 

7 Eus. vita Const. 2.45.1; Barnes 1984, 69-72; Curran 1996, 68-77; Lane Fox 1988, 666-667; Beard
North- Price 1998, 372. 
8 Eus. vita Const. 2.45.1. 
9 C.Th. 16.10.2 (341 AD) 
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Despite these pro-Christian actions, Constantine did not directly damage or 

attack paganism and it seems that he did not even attempt to do this. He appeared to 

merely be restoring rights that Diocletian had denied the Christians. Among the great 

numbers of letters and edicts by Constantine collected in the Codex Theodosianus, very 

few deal with paganism. Constantine's religious toleration was above all the product of 

pragmatism. It would have been unreasonable for him to persecute paganism shortly 

after his successful usurpation while the great majority of the Roman population, 

including army and elite, were pagan. Even later, it wmdd have been impossible for the 

emperor to impose a strict prohibition of pagan worship as this was difficult to enforce. 

Indeed, the great number of letters and edicts in which Constantine feels he must 

reassert the privileges granted to Christian clerics14 could indicate resistance from local 

pagan authorities to enforce his laws. While Constantine first exempted Christian clerics 

from any taxation and compulsory municipal duties in the first years foNowing the 

Milvian Bridge victory in 312 AD, it was still the subject of letters to local authorities 

around 330 as well as under his successors. High ranking officials at local level 

remained pagan, which prevented strict application of Constantine's legislation even if 

his intention was to shift the balance in favour of Christianity. 

Furthermore, proscription of pagan worship would not have been a realistic 

ambition. Constantine sought to gain support from the pagan arnstocracy, as was 

common with other emperors. He was seen as the restorer of the Senate which was 

pagan in its great majority. Among the great number of new senators and other 

appointees to high positions in the imperial administration during Constantine's reign, a 

large number were from the new aristocracy which emerged out of the third-century 

confusion and few of them were Christian. 15 Constantine continued to hold the title of 

pontifex maximus and ancestral privileges of pagan priests remained unchanged. In 

summary, the decline of paganism was not among Constantine's premier objectives. The 

unity of the Catholic Church seems to have been of much more concern for Constantine; 

14 C.Th. 16.2.1-9 
15 Cameron 1993, 55 
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heretics and schismatics posing a greater danger than pagans. It seems that Constantine 

wanted to appear as the emperor of both the Christian minority and the pagan majority 

as it was in his interests to do so. 

Despite Eusebius' claims regarding a total ban on sacrifice, Constantine 

permitted pagan practices to continue publicly in his legislation. He prohibited sacrifices 

and divination practised in private, but public sacrifices and haruspicina were still 

allowed as the emperor recognised the traditional role they played in the community. 

Constantine distinguished between good and harmful magic, and emphasised that the 

old rites practised publicly were not forbidden. 16 Constantius ll reaffmned and built 

upon his father's prohibitions. These imperial edicts were not innovations in Roman 

legislation, but a continuation of long-standing Roman tradition. Sacrifices performed in 

connection with illicit divination and magic had been defmed as dangerous superstition 

and forbidden in the early Empire. 17 Superstitio was seen as a deviation from the proper 

religio of the Roman state. The traditional Roman meaning of superstitio was improper 

religion, irrational, private divination or magic but Christian writers began to use it to 

refer to the incorrect beliefs of pagans. Both defmitions appear in the Codex 

'Fheodosianus18 and the intet:pretation of the ambiguous term superstitio in legislation 

depended on who interpreted and enforced the laws in each area. A Christian interpreter 

could regard the term superstitio as a pagan sacrifice while a pagan could interpret it 

traditionally as illicit divination and magic. 

The term superstitio, defined as illicit divination or magic and excessive fear of 

the divine, is found in the earliest Latin texts of the third century BC. The term was used 

to refer to divination and soothsaying associated with rel,igions originating outside of 

Italy, that is, such practices within the framework of Roman religion were not included 

in this term. 19 The meaning of the term is rather ambiguous, and appears in different 

contexts, particularly in legal texts. The connection between superstitio (illicit divination 

16 C.Th. 9.16.3, 9.16.2; C.Th. 9.16.1 
17 11 AD prohibition mentioned by Cass. Dio. 56.25.5 
18 Salzman 1987, 176-180;Salzman 1990,206. 
19 Salzman 1987, 173 



11 

or magic) and excessive or irrational fear of the divine is mentioned in a law from 297 

AD, which legislates against Manichees and maleficis, both groups being accused of 

superstitious doctrine. The rise of Christianity in the fourth century AD brought about a 

change in the defmition of the term; Salzman has argued that it came to be synonymous 

with paganism and that this shift was reflected in the legal usage of the term.20 

Coexisting defmitions of superstitio occur within the Codex Theodosianus, 

including two laws of Constantine displaying this inconsistency of usage; the first law is 

dated to 319/20 and prohibits the private consultation ofharuspices and soothsayers, but 

aHowing public consultation in the service of superstitio, while the second law, dated to 

323, uses superstitio according to Christian usage.21 These two usages from the same 

period confirm this ambiguity and allow for a degree of fteedom in interpretation, as 

stated above. Where pagans were especially influential, such as at Rome, the term could 

satisfy Christians while allowing pagans to continue with little alteration to their daily 

routine. This seems to be an important feature of the early fourth century; the concept of 

satisfying both parties equally and this is reflected in the legal documents of the age. In 

a time where the process of religious change was gradual, this must have appeared to be 

the most politically viable solution to the reigning emperors. Those who enforced the 

laws could interpret them as they saw fit, depending on the particular situation or their 

own religious affiliations, and this may explain the variation existent in the 

archaeological and historical evidence Felevant to the process of Christianisation 

throughout the Empire in the fourth century. By the late fourth century, less ambiguity 

surrounded the term and this introduced a significant shift in semantics. It no longer 

referred primarily to the practices of the worshipper, but solely to the object of belief 

and worship. Superstitio transformed in meaning from excessive and politically 

destabilising rituals to wrong belief and worship. 

If the term superstitio shifted in meaning, then it is of equal import to examine 

the term religio on the same grounds. The term religio, as discussed above, was used to 

20 Salzman 1987, 175 
21 C.Th. 9.16.1 (Feb. I, 319/320); C.Th. 16.2.5 (323) 
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A law of 34225 attested that paganism was not directly under attack. It stated that 

'the buildings of the temples situated outside the walls [would] remain untouched and 

uninjured.' Chuvin recalls that this law evidently did not mean that destruction of 

temples within the city of Rome was permitted but it aimed to protect isolated 

sanctuaries which were more vulnerable. Chuvin sees Constantius' victory over the 

usurper Magnentius in 353 as a turning point in which the policies of Constantius 

policies became more severely anti-pagan.26 Pagan support for Magnentius in the West 

may have been the reason behind Constantius' renewed vigour against pagan practices 

as he could have been attempting to quash a potential revolt from supporters ofhis rival. 

In practice, the aforementioned laws regarding worship of statues and sacri.fice were not 

carried out with any widespread success. A law with reference to governors of the 

prov:inces who should be executed if 'they should neglect to avenge such cri.mes '27 

suggests that Constantius found it difficult to have his anti-pagan legislation enforced by 

local officials throughout the Empire. Indeed, the emperor had no way of Strictly 

imposing his own legislation on a particular city where high ranking officials in charge 

remained pagan. The outcome was quite heavily dependent upon the power struggle at 

local level between Christians and their adversaries. The legislation stirred up fear and 

animosity, but it did not put an end to paganism. Although local officials seemed to be 

mostly pagan at that time, bishops had progressively joined the bureaucrats as members 

of a new governing class at both local and imperial level and it is known that some 

pagan temples were destroyed during this period by zealous bishops, monks and 

Christian communities. This period of harsh intolerance,28 at least in law, lasted only a 

few years since Constantius was succeeded in 361 by Julian the Apostate. 

The policies of the Emperor Julian (361-3'63 AD) were an exception among the 

Christian emperors ofthe fourth century. He ordered the pagan temples be reopened and 

restored the properties confiscated by Constantine and his sons. 29 This wiH be discussed 

in greater depth below. In the time directly following Julian's death, during Jovian's 

25 C.Th. 16.6.3 
26 Chuvin 1990, 58 
27 C.Th. 16.10.6 February 20, 356 
28 Chuvin 1990, 38 
29 Athanassiadi 1:981, Amm. 22.5.2; Lib. or. 18.126; C.Th. 5.13.3; 10.1.8; Soz. HE, 5.3.1-2. 
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short reign (363-364 AD), cult practices and sacrifices defmed as legal appear to have 

been tolerated. 

Valentinian I and Valens began their reign in 364 with a decree of religious 

tolerance.30 Pagans and Christians alike commended Valentinian for his impartiality and 

tolerance in religious matters.31 Though Valentinian and Valens were both Christian, 

their religious policy was tolerant for practical pol,itical reasons; they wished to maintain 

internal peace and order in the Roman Empire by maintaining balance between pagans 

and Christians, exercising a more laissez-faire approach towards religious activity. They 

also refrained from interfering in religious disputes between Christians. 32 The Roman 

cult still remained as the state religion; the emperor was pontifex maximus and the 

college of the pontifices still arranged pagan festivities and processions, oversaw tombs 

and burials and judged according to the ancient pontificallaw.33 However, during their 

reign, Valentinian and V alens took over the income and property of the pagan temples 

that Julian had returned.34 They also attempted to control magic, divination and private 

sacrifices in their legislation. C.Th. 9.16.7 of Sept. 9 364 forbade nefarious prayers, 

magical practices and nocturnal sacrifices. A later law, C.Th. 9.16.8, issued in the 

eastern part of the Empire, prohibited the activities of astrologers, mathematici and all 

sacrifices, public as well as pri.vate, both by day and night. Both laws against magic 

were issued for political reasons, following Constantius' legislation and the tradition of 

earlier imperial legislation and aimed to suppress magical practices but not of the 

Roman civic cult. As Valentinian I states in C.Th. 9.16.9, he did not intend to condemn 

divination but to forbid it to be practised harmfully. Despite these laws, magical 

practices continued. 35 Furthermore, traditional Roman cults continued performing 

sacrifices in the name of the senate and the people due to their public nature. 36 

30 C.Th. 9.16.9 
31 Arnm. 30.9.5; Soz. HE, 6.6. 
32 Chastagnol 1960, 150 
33 c. Th. 9.17.2 
34 Amm. 30.9.5; C.Th. 5.1i3.3; 10.1.8 
35 C.Th. 9.16.8. Amm. 29.1 
36 Amm. 19.10.4. 
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The Christian emperors restricted and prohibited many pagan ritual practices, but 

they did allow pagan festivals and the civic cults to continue, the latter even receiving 

state subsidies. 37 The reign of the Emperor Gratian marked a significant change; he 

withdrew the subsidies of the civic cults, annulled the immunity of pagan priests and 

confiscated pagan temple revenues. This edict is not existent but a later law issued by 

Honorius in 415 AD refers to it. 38 In addition, Gratian abandoned the title of pontifex 

maximus that had been retained by the previous Christian emperors. 

In the 380s, at the beginning of the reign of Theodosius, the pagan cults were 

tolerated while he di.Iected his attention towards the 'heretics'. He maintained the 

situation left by his predecessors, allowing temples to remain open, the Roman civic 

religion to continue and pagan rituals of incense, libations and fire to carry on. This 

changed towards the end of his reign when he set out to systematically prohibit 

paganism. The year 391 has been considered as the turning point in the religious 

legislation of Theodosius and Valentinian 11 since thereafter all polytheistic practices 

were banned and prohibitions were intended for universal application. 39 This apparent 

change of policy has been credited to the increased influence ·Of Ambrose of Milan. 

However, there appears to be some evidence of Theodosius possibly trying to free 

himself of Ambrose's iniluence. Ambrose mentions one particular occasion on which he 

did not receive information regarding the transactions of the imperial consistory: 

"Afterwards I plainly addressed the most clement Emperor Theodosius, 

and hesitated not to speak to his face. And he, having received a similar 

message from the Senate, though it was not the request of the whole 

Senate, at length assented to my recommendation, and so I did not go 

near him for some days, nor did he take it ill, for he knew that I was not 

acting for my own advantage, but was not ashamed to say in the sight of 

the king that which was for the profit of himself and of my own soul." 40 

37 C.Th. 12.1,.60; c. Th. 12.1.75 
38 c. th. 16.10.20 
39 C.Th. 16.10.10; C.Th. 16.10.11; Tromb1ey 1'993, 3 
40 Amb. ep. 57,4 
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Further evidence comes from early in the year 388 AD, when Libanius was denounced 

for questioning an oracle on political matters, which was an offence. The prefect of the 

east after Cynegius' death was the pagan Tatian, who threw out the case and Libanius 

was even promoted to prefect. Similar 'favours' seem to appear around this time for his 

friends. The Jewish patriarch Gamaliel was found innocent of magic and given an 

honorary title of praetorian prefect.41 Syrnmachus too was not reprimanded for 

supporting the usurper Maximus; he sought refuge in a church to escape punishment and 

received the pardon of the emperor, then went on to be nominated as consul. Libanius 

again gained hearing for his oration on behalf of the temples.42 Seeck dates this to 

sometime between 385 and 390; after 385 because it mentions an event that took place 

during that year, namely, the journey of Cynegius along with the riotous behaviour of 

his monks which it criticises and before 391 at the Serapaeum in Alexandria, which was 

destroyed in that year, was still standing when it was written.43 

During most of the fourth century, Christian emperors had found it difficult to 

enforce their religious legislation through their officials throughout the Empire because 

a great number were stHl pagan. By the 380s, there seems to have come about a shift in 

which bishops had gained greater support and power on the whole in order to influence 

the degree to which the anti-:pagan legislation was carried out. Some high officials, with 

the support of local bishops, imposed strict anti-pagan rules even while the emperor 

himself had legislated in favour of a relative toleration of paganism. This opened the 

door to exactions imposed on pagan communities that the laws barely protected any 

longer. 

Arcadius and Honorius followed a similar line after Theodosius's reign and this 

resulted in the total abolition of pagan cults in August of 395.44 Pagan sacrifices and 

prayers were by this time forbidden but public ceremonies and processions celebrated by 

41 Seeck 1906, 162 
42 Lib. or. 30 
43 Seeck 1906, :35, 44 
44 c. Th. 1'6.10.13 
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pagan priests were still allowed; the ludi and circenses continued with the support of the 

emperors and the local aristocracy. The Lupercalia festival, for example, was celebrated 

as late as 494.45 Temples were permitted to remain open if they were used in traditional 

civic festivals. 46 

The immediate effect of the imperial legislation is unclear. Harsh laws did not 

necessarily imply that they were obeyed and the fact that the laws were renewed several 

times, with punishments becoming more severe each time, may indicate that they were 

not successfully enforced everywhere in the Empire. Regional variations existed within 

the Roman Empire and the willingness of local authorities to enforce the laws certainly 

must be taken into account. The suppression of pagan practice depended largely on 

whether or not the area had a Christian majority among the decurions. It must also be 

noted that the imperial governments of the late fourth century passed many more laws 

directed against heretics than against pagans.47 Perhaps the entire situation of paganism 

being at the forefront of socio-political concerns in the late fourth century is somewhat 

exaggerated. By the end of the fourth century however, the Roman civic cult and its 

public rituals and sacrifices ceased to be those of the state as Christianity became the 

dominant religion of the Empire, but pagan practices were not instantly eradicated when 

this change came into effect. The series of anti-pagan legislation of the fourth century 

provides the backdrop for this thesis, which will aim to explore the extent to which the 

laws were successfully implemented in two contrasting .areas of the Empire: the city of 

Rome as the traditional centre of the Empire and the province of Britain as an island on 

the west coast periphery. 

45 Gelasius, Epistle to Andromachus, in Lancon 2001,95 
46 C.Th. 116.1'0.8. Salzman 1990, 239; Beard-North-Price 1998, 382 
47 C.Th. 1;6.10.19; Bradbury 1994, 133-137; Brown 1998, 638-639; Hunt 1993, 157; MacMullen 1964,49-
53. 
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CHAPTER2 

ROME: CHRISTIAN CAPITAL? 

"Consuetudinis amore magnus est.'.48 

There was a tendency in the scholarship of the post-war and Cold War period 

concerning the religious climate in the fourth century to interpret Christians and pagans 

in terms of conflict and a sharp dichotomy. 49 This oversimplification of pagan-Chcistian 

antagonism has appeared in literature concerning the concept of a 'pagan revival' or 

'pagan reaction' of the late fourth century, as if there was some sort of movement 

against Christianity being led by the pagan senatorial classes of Rome. These 

interpretations of ancient sources and histocical events are heavily influenced by modem 

conceptions of religion, in that there is a tendency to view life in late antiquity using 

divisions of Christian and non-Christian. It is only when one removes these prejudices 

that any real enquiry can begin into this vast subject area. O'Donnell's attempt to 

deconstruct this model of binary oppositions resulted in the construction of another 

binary model. He suggested that the traditional division of pagans and Christians be 

replaced with a division between tolerant and intolerant attitudes toward religious issues, 

that is to say that paganism was not a religion but an attitude toward religion which 

promoted tolerance of religious plurality whereas Christianity did not. According to this 

division, the Emperor Julian was 'unpagan' in his fanaticism and many Christians were 

'pagan' in their tolerant attitude toward religion.50 All this achieves is a new model of 

tolerance-intolerance and therefore does not move interpretations any further forward. In 

recent times, the fourth century has been seen as a period of gradual transformation of 

pagan culture into Christianity and a time of relatively peaceful coexistence. That is not 

to say that conflict did not exist during this peciod in the Roman world, but to say that it 

was the dominant driving force which led to the Christianisation of the Empire would be 

narrow-minded and inaccurate as there exists much evidence of relatively harmonious 

transition which far outweighs the instances of violence and turmoil among these two 

48 Symm. ep. 3. 7 
49 Examples can be· found in Alfoldi 1969; Bloch 1945; Bloch 1963. 
50 O'Donnelll979, 51-57 
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groups in society. Furthermore, there appears to be a greater shift towards a more 

secular form of social life, with less import upon the religious nature of traditional 

festivities. With this latter view of gradual transformation in mind, an enquiry into the 

daily life in the city of Rome during the fourth century can be attempted. 

There is no shortage of source material from this period in Rome's history. Most 

aspects of life are covered. From the Codex Calendar of 354 AD, one can construct a 

picture of everyday life in the city through this detailed list of religious and civic 

festivities that were being celebrated. This document also indicates the growing 

influence of a Christian presence in late fourth century Rome. The calendar and the cults 

that were being supported in Rome in the later fourth century will be examined as a 

representation of sacra publica. This does not necessarHy limit the study, as the public 

cult and its official manifestations in the urban life of Rome's inhabitants were so 

closely linked to the senatorial aristocracy, as well as the emperor and the state. There 

has been much debate on whether or not the Codex Calendar is a true reflection of 

religious life in the city of Rome during the later fourth century. Mommsen claimed this 

calendar was a piece of fourth century nostalgia thought paganism to be almost extinct 

at this time, interpreting the calendar as a compilation of celebrations allowed by 

Constantius who retained certain games because of their historic significance to the 

people of Rome. 51 Neither view accounts for the inclusion of a smaller section listing 

Christian holidays separate from the list of pagan festivals and not included as part of 

the official days celebrated. If paganism was 'almost extinct' or this work was a list of 

outdated festivals no longer prominent in the urban life of the city of Rome, surely there 

would be no need to even mention any Christian holidays, as a list of the old pagan 

festivals would suffice for nostalgic purposes. The inclusion of both Christian and pagan 

holidays indicates that both religions held enough prominence to be included, with the 

Christian dates playing a secondary role to the pagan festivals mentioned therein. 

The Circus Maximus, where games were held as part of the festivities mentioned 

in the Codex Calendar, can provide an insight into the reception of pagan art in secular 

51 Salzman 1990, 18 
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contexts, Curran's theories will be addressed regarding the religious atmosphere of the 

venue as used by the Christian emperors to ensure continuity of the civic institutions. 

Following on from this will be a brief study of Christian attitudes towards classical 

monuments more generally in the fourth century. Again, this has previously been 

studied against the background of hostility between Christian and pagan and is therefore 

worthy of re-examination using a non-binary model and concentrating more on the idea 

of the process being one of gradual change. An attempt will be made to show that 

hostility towards pagan monuments was not commonplace, nor an officially adopted 

policy of the Christian state or Church. 

Evidence of temple restoration during the late fourth century in Rome will be 

examined, with special reference to the efforts of Praetextatus and Symmachus to 

maintain traditional elements of the city due to the interruption in the public finance 

system for maintaining pagan cults. As a result of this, in the western part of the Empire, 

the senatorial aristocracy to which Praetextatus and Symmachus belonged acquired and 

succeeded in maintaining considerable political and economic power in the fourth 

century. The influence of western senators was based on their landed properties that they 

connected with their high posts in the imperial administration, usually controlling as 

governors the same provinces where their family estates were situated. Senators enjoyed 

much prestige as an order though the senate no longer had real significance as a political 

assembly but rather was only the old symbol of the res publica. The traditions of 

senatorial conduct, self-awareness and forms of representation, which had been taken 

directly from the Roman pagan past, still lived on since the new members who entered 

the order soon adopted the traditions. Their influence as well as obligations and duties to 

the city were of great importance. 

The ideas behind ,their efforts to ensure continuity were firmly based upon 

tradition and maintaining the status quo in the face of significant shifts that were 

occurring during this period in Rome's history. Parallel to this stance against change, 

there also occurred a shift within paganism. In the eastern Empire and among the 

'Senatorial nobility in the west, intellectual paganism was reinforced by Neo-Platonic 
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addition, the inclusion of sections listing information about Christian matters reflects the 

increasing importance of the religion in Rome. However, these sections being included 

separately indicates that the commemoration of martyrs, Easter and other such holidays 

had not yet made their way into the civic calendar of Rome in 354. 

The artwork contained in the Codex Calendar (Section VI) has mixed themes57
, 

the artist using a combination of seasonal, festival-related and combined themes for each 

month. The images for all the months survive aside from January which was lost from 

the archetype of all the iUustrated copies. March shows a young shepherd with a goat, 

three baskets and a large bird surrounding him, which has been suggested as a depiction 

of the god Mars whose festivals were celebrated throughout the month of March. 58 The 

illustrations for September have been associated with Dionysus, July with Apollo/Sol 

and April possibly with Cybele. The imagery for November appears to be inspired by 

the Cult of Isis, portraying a priest carrying a sistrum, a goose at his feet that was sacred 

to the goddess and the head of Anubis. 59 The omission of sacrifice being depicted in the 

artwork may indicate the increasing influence of Christianity in Rome at the time, 

although one should bear in mind that the calligrapher was a Christian, creating this 

manuscript for another Christian, therefore the inclusion of material offensive to the 

creator and recipient seems unlikely. Furthermore, the idea that the Romans honoured 

custom and tradition did not mean their rituals were static. The local nature of pagan 

practice could change over time, and the subject matter of artistic depictions could 

evolve alongside as one festival became more prominent than another. For an example 

of this from elsewhere in the Empire, two mosaic cycles from Hellin, Spain and El

Djem, Tunisia dated to the second or third century AD illustrated the month of May with 

Mercury, whereas the 354 Calendar from Rome replaced this with the Macellus rosas 

sumat.60 

57 See Appendix I for images of March, April,July, September and November 
58 Akerstrom-Hougen 1974, 77 
59 www.tertullian.org/fathers/chronography _of_ 354 _ 06 _ calendar.htm 
60 Salzman 1990, U9 












































































































































































































































