The History and Culture of Late Antiquity
Session 4 workshop: Stages of Life
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Relief sculpture of children playing with nuts, from a child’s sarcophagus. Third century AD, Vatican Museums, Chiaramonti Museum. [© Jastrow]

In this workshop we will explore extracts that deal with different (often “liminal”) stages of life in in the Late Antique Roman Empire, ranging from birth and the raising of children (or their tragic abandonment, either because they were unwanted, or the family could not support them) to courtship, marriage, and old age and death. Read the short extracts below (a mixture of extracts from legal sources, literary texts, and inscriptions [trans. from M. Maas (2010)] 2nd edition) and consider the questions below the extracts. 



Childbirth and the exposure of unwanted infants 

Pseudo-Athanasius, Life of Syncletica 42 [this hagiography was written around AD 450, about the earlier fourth century St. Syncletica, a “desert mother”]
“Most women have a hateful time in the world. They give birth in pain and danger, they suffer breast-feeding, when their children are ill they are ill too. They endure this without any end to their hard work. Either the children they conceive are maimed in body, or they are brought up in wickedness and lot to kill their parents. We know this: let us not be deceived by the Enemy into thinking that way of life is easy and trouble free. When they give birth they are damaged by labour, and if they do not they are worn down by the reproaches of bareness.”

Caesaris of Arles Sermon 44.2 [a late fourth to fifth century figure, who became a bishop and wrote numerous sermons, at least 250 of which are attributed to him – by the latter part of his life, many parts of Gaul were increasingly failing outside of the direct control of the western Roman Empire]
“No woman should take drugs for purposes of abortion, nor should she kill her children that have been conceived or are already born. If anyone does this, she should know that before Christ’s tribunal she will have to plead her case in the presence of those she has killed. Moreover, women should not take diabolical draughts with the purpose of not being able to conceive children. … I would like to know whether a woman of nobility who takes deadly drugs to prevent conception wants her maids or tenants to do so. Just as every woman wants slaves born for her so that they may serve her, so she herself should nurse all children she conceives or entrust them to others for rearing. Otherwise, she may refuse to conceive children or, what is more serious, be willing to kill souls which might have been good Christians.”

Justinian Digest 25.3.4 [Paul, Views, book 2] [the Digest was a sixth century AD compilation of Roman Law, edited during the reign of Justinian] 
“It is not just a person who smothers a child who is held to kill it but also the person who abandons it, denies it food, or puts it on show in public places to excite pity which he himself does not have.”

Basil of Caesarea Letters 199.33 [a fourth century theologian]
“Let the woman who gave birth on the road and took no care of her offspring be subject to the charge of murder.” 

Codex Theodosianus 11.27.2 (Theodosian Code) [a compilation of earlier Roman law instigated by the emperors Theodosius II and Valentinian III – issued in AD 439]  
“We have learned that provincials suffering from lack of sustenance and the necessities of life are selling or pledging their own children. Therefore, if any such person should be found who is sustained by no sustenance of family fortune and who is supporting his children with suffering and difficulty, he shall be assisted through Our treasure before he becomes prey to calamity…”  

Codex Theodosianus 5.9.1 (Theodosian Code)
“If any person should take up a boy or a girl child that has been cast out of its home with the knowledge and consent of its father or owner, and if he should rear the child to strength with his own sustenance, he shall have the right to keep said child under the same status as he wishes it to have when he took charge of it, that is, as his child or as his slave, whichever he should prefer. [abolishing lawsuits by those trying to reclaim the child/person] 

QUESTION: What socio-economic and cultural factors do you think underlay these actions and views? 

Raising children

Jerome Letter 128 [a theologian and historian of the latter fourth into early fifth century AD]
“A girl should associate only with girls, she should know nothing of boys and should dread even playing with them. She should never hear an unclean word… She should not appear in public too freely or to frequently attend crowded churches … She must never look at a young man or turn eyes upon curled fops… [give her a governess who does not drink, gossip or idle]”

Symmachus Letter 3.20 [Symmachus was a pagan senator in Rome, and the Urban Prefect of the city in the year AD 384]
“Now that my son is beginning to learn Greek, I have been accompanying him in his studies for a second time, as thought I were the same age. For the obligations to ensure that our children find pleasure in literature as well as labour bids us to become children again. As far as you are concerned, you have harvested, not just sown; your young man in such an accomplished speaker – as I found out when I spoke to him – that he sems to be treading hard on the heels of his father. You will be very fortunate, my friend, if he surpasses you. My own teaching is still concerned with creating a plant.” 

Ausonius Epistles 22 [Decimus Magnus Ausonius, a fourth century AD Roman poet from Burdigala (modern Bordeaux)]
“To Ausonius my grandson: The Muses also have their own sports: hours of ease find place among the Camenae, my honey-sweet grandson; nor does the schoolmaster’s domineering voice always harass boys, but spells of rest and study keep each their appointed times. As for an attentive boy to have read his lessons willingly is enough, so to rest is lawful. … Boyish zeal flags unless serious work is interspersed with merriment and workaday with holiday…”

Augustine Letter 104 [Augustine of Hippo, late fourth to early fifth century AD, was a famous theologian from Roman North Africa – know for Christian treaties like The City of God]
“If as small children, or even as rather bigger ones, we had successfully begged our parents or schoolteachers not to hit us, which of us would have grown up as a tolerable adult? Which of us would ever have learned anything? The things are done out of forethought, not cruelty.” 

QUESTIONS: What factors do you think underpin the diverse attitudes expressed in these varied texts?

Courtship and marriage
Gregory of Nyssa Life of Macrina 4-5 [Gregory was an important Church Father in the fourth century AD, and is a prominent early figure in the Greek Orthodox tradition] 
“Filling her time with these and the like occupations, and attaining besides a considerable proficiency in wool-work, the growing girl reached her twelfth year, the age when the bloom of adolescence begins to appear … the girl’s beauty could not be concealed in spite of efforts to hide it … In consequence, a great swarm of suiters seeking her in marriage crowded around her parents. But her father – a shrewd man with a reputation for forming right decisions – picked out from the rest a young man related to the family, who was just leaving school, of good birth and remarkable steadiness, and decided to betroth his daughter to him, as soon as she was old enough. [The young man dies early, and Macrina decides to remain celibate, despite attempts or her parents to arrange new matches]  

Codex Theodosianus 8.16.1 (Theodosian Code) [A ruling of Constantine in AD 320]
“Those who were classed by the old law as unmarried shall be freed from the looming terrors of the laws [i.e., old Augustan marriage legislation]: let them live as if included among the married and supported by the treaty of matrimony: let all be equally able to inherit what they deserve. And let no one be classed as childless: the losses prescribed for this name shall do no harm. We think this also with regard to women, and we release all alike from the yoke imposed upon their necks by the commands of the Law.”

John Chrysostom Sermon on Marriage [with an epithet meaning “golden mouthed”, John was a fourth to early fifth century Church Father known for his oratorical skills]
“Nowadays on the day of a wedding people dance and sing hymns to Aphrodite, songs full of adultery, corruption of marriages, illicit loves, unlawful unions, and many other impious and shamefully themes. They accompany the bride in public with unseemly drunkenness and shameful speeches. How can you expect chastity of her, tell me, if you accustom her to such shamelessness from the first day, if you present in her sight such actions and words as even a more serious slave should not hear!” 

QUESTIONS: What tensions can you see between longstanding Roman customs (and former laws) and newer Christian attitudes to both marriage and celibacy? 

Household management and slaves

Anonymous To Gregoria 18 [a Latin manual, outlining how a wife should conduct herself, likely composed around the late fifth to sixth century AD]
“Take care, I beseech you, Lady, lest anyone see filthy limbs among the rags of any of your house-born slaves, lest anyone belonging to you should freeze in the cold of winter on account of poverty; let none suffer hunger, none be wearied by starvation, none by beatings, for there is not one of your slaves – male or female – for whom you may believe that you will not have to give account before God. For to this end mortals were made masters over other mortals, that they might receive the care of the image of God during its sojourns in this world…  So be a model for all your servants… 

Basil of Caesarea On the Holy Spirit 20 
“Do they not realise that even among men, no one is a slave by nature? Men are brought under the yoke of slavery either because they are captured in battle or else they sell themselves into slavery owing to poverty… Sometimes, by a wise and inscrutable providence, worthless children are commanded by their father to serve their more intelligent brothers and sisters. … It is better for a man who lacks intelligence and self-control to became another’s possession. Governed by his master’s intelligence, he will become like a chariot driven by a skilled horseman, or a ship with a seasoned sailor at the tiller. This is why Jacob obtained his father’s blessing and became Esau’s master: so that this foolish son, who had no intelligence properly to guide him, might profit from his prudent brother, even against his will.  … This is why men become slaves, but those who escape poverty, war, or the need of a guardian, are free. And even though one man is called a master, and another a slave, we are all the possessions of our Creator; we all share the rank of slave.”  

QUESTION: How do these Christian authors seem to grapple with the institution of slavery?

Old age and death
Maximian Elegaics 1.1 ff. [also known as Maximianus Etruscus, he was a Latin poet of the sixth century AD, writing elegies]
“Jealous old age, why do you refrain from hurrying on my end?
Why do you come late to this worn out body?
Please release this wretched life from its prison;
…
While I had youthful appeal, while my mind and faculties were intact,
I was a universally celebrated orator.
…
Now come illnesses, now a thousand dangers.
Now enjoyable meals and delights bring harm.
…
The gifts of Venus, of Bacchus bring me no joy,
nor does anything that is accustomed to distract us from life’s woes.
…
Hence above all else worries torture me in my agitation,
Hence no rest is given to my soul.
…
He praises bygone years and despises the present;
he thinks that only what he knows is right.
He estimates that he alone is learned, he alone knowledgeable.
…
The slaves and maids themselves – without punishment –
think that it is shameful to call me their master.
They laugh at my gait, they laugh at my face
and my trembling hand, which once they feared.”

Apostolic Constitutions 6.30.2 [a late fourth century AD collection of texts intended to give Christian moral instructions]
“Gather together without fear [of pollution] in the cemeteries to read the divine Scriptures and sing psalms for the martyrs who rest there, for all the saints and for your brothers who rest in the Lord; and celebrate the Eucharist, image of the royal body of Christ, in your churches and your cemeteries; and for funerals accompany the departed with psalms…” 

Sections of a gravestone inscription of Vettius Agorius Praetextatus and Aconia Fabia Paulina [a funerary monument for a Roman senator and his wife, late fourth century AD]
On the Front: “To the Divine Shades, Vettius Agorius Praetextatus, augur, priest of Vesta, priest of the Sun, quindecemvir, curial of Hercules, consecrated to Liber and the Eleusinian mysteries, high priest, temple overseer, initiate of the taurobolium [the cult of Mithras], Father of Fathers [priest of Mithras]; but in public offices: quaestor designate, urban praetor [a long list of different offices follows…] and Aconia Fabia Paulina, clarissima femina [most distinguished woman of senatorial rank], consecrated to Ceres and the Elusinian mysteries, consecrated at Aegina to Hecate, initiate of the taurobolium, high priestess. These two lives together for forty years.”

Funerary inscription of a Euterpius found in modern day Algeria [a person otherwise unknown]
“I do not exist.
I existed.
I no longer exist.
Remember me!” 

Ephrem the Syrian Hymn on Paradise VIII [a fourth century Christian theologian] 
Verse 2: “I behold a dwelling thee
And a tabernacle of light,
A voice proclaiming
‘Blessed is the Thief
Who has freely received
the keys to Paradise.’
I imagined that he was already there,
but then I considered how the soul cannot have perception of Paradise
without its mate, the body,
its instrument and lyre.”
…
Verse 7: The blessed abode
is in no way deficient,
for that place is complete and perfect
in every way,
and the soul cannot
enter there alone,
for in such a state it is in everything deficient –
in sensation and consciousness; 
but on the day of Resurrection
the body with all its senses, 
will enter in as well, once it has been made perfect.”

QUESTIONS: What do you make of the plurality of attitudes to old age, death and the afterlife? Can you note things that seems traditional, and those that seem innovative? 
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