HPRS6008: Article Review
In Brent Shaw’s article, The Myth of the Neronian Persecution, the central themes that are discussed within the article are: the persecution of the Christians that took place in the latter half of the first century AD, the deaths of the apostles Peter and Paul, the conflagration of 64 AD, and Tacitus’ account on Nero and the Christians.[footnoteRef:2] Shaw’s “provocative” hypothesis is that the Neronian persecution of the Christians did not happen.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Shaw, B. D. 2015: 73-100.]  [3:  Shaw, B. D. 2015: 74.] 

Shaw’s main argument attempts to argue that the first Roman state-driven persecution of the Christians never happened in the reign of Nero and that Nero, personally ordered the persecution of the Christian community and the executions of Peter and Paul. 
Furthermore, Shaw also argues that these events should not have any place within the history of Christian Martyrdom or of the early Church. Shaw’s findings on the executions of Peter and Paul is that the later Christian sources have changed elements of their accounts in order to directly connect Nero with their executions. The findings on the conflagration of 64 is that, similarly to Shaw’s section on Peter and Paul is that some of the most informed ancient accounts on the subject were written with an element of negative bias towards Nero. 
Shaw also writes about the other ancient accounts that cover the fire, specifically Cassius Dio whose account of the fire is generally accepted as an unreliable source on the topic.[footnoteRef:4] It is then pointed out that later sources are again, unreliable, as they are dependent on Tacitus. Shaw uses Sulpicius Severus as an example.[footnoteRef:5] Shaw proceeds to discuss the other contemporary primary source including Tacitus and Suetonius, whose work The Twelve Caesars is generally regarded as below other works by contemporary authors due to the brief and anecdotal pieces of information from unreliable or non-existent sources.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  Dio. 62.16-18.]  [5:  Shaw, B. D. 2015:83.]  [6:  Suet. Twelve Caesars.] 

The next section within Shaw’s article is “Tacitus and Context”. Tacitus is the main authority for the conflagration of 64, and Nero’s treatment of the Christians. To summarise this section, Shaw’s main point against the account of Tacitus is his use of Chrestiani and their association with followers of Jesus, Shaw also produces another argument during this section that Χριστιανός “was not used up until the end of Paul’s life, approximately to the mid-60’s” as Tertellus calls Paul “the ringleader of the sect of the Nazoreans”.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Shaw, B. D. 2015: 85-92; Wilkins, M. J. 1992: 925; Acts. 24.5.] 

Shaw’s final section “What actually happened”, as he is clearly the most informed person on the topic… but offers several conclusions on the topics discussed within the article.[footnoteRef:8] His conclusions are: that Paul was most likely executed in Rome but was nothing to do with any anti-Christian sentiment by Nero. It is unknown what actually happened to Peter as all evidence is unclear or lost, and there is no surviving contemporary evidence that Nero specifically attacked the Christians, with the ‘common people’ denouncing them after the fire. Most sources point to c.100 AD as the time for when Christians were specifically persecuted and not after the fire. Shaw also states he is not suggesting Tacitus was creating fictions or behaving in a dishonest manner when writing about Nero, the Christians, and the fire.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Shaw, B. D. 2015: 92.]  [9:  Shaw, B. D. 2015: 93-6.] 

In Shaw’s conclusion he writes that there are no definitive reasons to accept the fact that the Christians were attacked and martyred by Nero and the Roman state or any link between them and the fire, and that the first real official persecutions happened in Trajan’s reign.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Shaw, B. D. 2015: 96-8.] 

An apt description for Shaw’s article would be “provocative” which is exactly how Shaw describes his own hypothesis and to critique one of his main arguments – there is no evidence or reason to doubt Tacitus’ report of the Christian persecution. It is an accepted fact within the scholarship that Peter and Paul’s execution are dated to Nero’s reign, Jones gives Melito and Dionysius of Alexandria as sources confirming this, but the accuracy of Tacitus’ account is not affected by this.[footnoteRef:11] Shaw’s article is clear in his delusion but it is not thorough nor clear in an explanation of the subject as he conflates Nero’s persecution of the Christians for the fire and the execution of Peter and Paul within the same context and treats them as one event and is a clear misinterpretation of Tacitus’ account. [11:  Jones, C. P. 2017: 146.] 

It is worth discussing whether this was the first imperial persecution of Christians or if there were persecutions in the reign of Tiberius or Claudius, there is a vast amount of scholarship on the judicial basis of the persecution of the Christians in the Roman Empire up to 250 CE. However, Barnes is largely critical of a lot of the work on this subject.[footnoteRef:12] There are accounts that mention Tiberius and Claudius in the context of Christian persecution, Tertullian and Eusebius make reference to Tiberius and Suetonius makes refernce to Claudius.[footnoteRef:13] These accounts on early Roman emperors are often not described as the first official imperial persecutions of Christians. The evidence for Nero as the first emperor to persecute the Christians is overwhelming as it is generally accepted that the fire of 64 led to their persecution. Tacitus in the Annals is the first source to mention Nero’s persecutions, after Tacitus, Melito mentions Nero: “Nero and Domitian chose to make our word a subject of slander” and Tertullian writes that “Condemnation of Christians was established in the reign of Nero”.[footnoteRef:14] Furthermore, in Christian tradition of the second century CE it is implied that Peter and Paul were martyred in Rome and possibly within the same persecution but the details are not exact and modern scholars tend to doubt the fact Peter and Paul’s deaths were involved in the persecution.[footnoteRef:15] Lohr adds that Paul’s death was “perhaps before the persecution of Christians in Rome by Nero” and that “Paul suffered martyrdom at the same time as Peter is supposed by Dionysius of Corinth c.170 CE”[footnoteRef:16] Therefore, Shaw’s conflation of Nero’s persecution and the deaths of Peter and Paul is clear, most likely he misinterpreted Tacitus so to create a new, but wrong avenue of scholarship on the topic. [12:  Barnes, T. D. 1968: 32.]  [13:  Tert. Apol. 5.2; Eus. Chronicon. GCS xx, 214; Suet. Claud. 25.4.]  [14:  Tac. Ann. 15.44.2-5; Melito in Eus. Hist. eccl. 4.26.9; Tert. Ad nat. 1.7.8.]  [15:  Jones, C. P. 2017: 147.]  [16:  Lohr, H. 2015: 1174.] 

The main argument against Tacitus’ account in Shaw’s article is Tacitus’ use of the term Chrestiani referring to Jesus’ followers, the creation of this term stems from Acts 11.26 with Paul’s preaching in c.40 CE in Antioch where Paul and Barnabus were able to convert many and ‘the first disciples were first called Christianoi in Antioch’.[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  Jones, C. P. 2017: 148; Shaw, B. D. 2015: 88; Acts. 11.26.] 

In conclusion, Shaw’s article is overall long-winded and somewhat confusing in places but detailed and concise in others. It does not add to the overall, existing field of scholarship around the subject but just seeks to create a new line of enquiry despite the accepted argument not being questioned elsewhere. Shaw fails to disprove the several points of his hypothesis including the fact the followers of Jesus were called Christiani by Latin speakers and Χριστιανοί by Greek speakers and fails to disprove Tacitus’ account that after the fire Nero put forward the Christians as the defendants and subjected them to the “most elaborate penalties”. These points Shaw has tried to argue and disprove but are generally regarded as facts.
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