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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

The Rhetoric of Corruption
in Late Antiquity

by

Tim W. Watson
Doctor of Philosophy, Graduate Program in Classics

University of California, Riverside, June 2010
Dr. Michele R. Salzman, Chairperson

Faced with the ubiquitous presence of immorality and corruption in the written
sources of the late Roman empire, modern scholars have often viewed such accounts as
direct reflections of conditions during this period. The historian Ramsay MacMullen, for
example, attributes to the fourth-century expansion of the imperial bureaucracy the
spread of an ethos of venality and the displacement of aristocratic networks of patronage
by the indiscriminate exchange of favors for money. Christopher Kelly, on the other
hand, sees such descriptions as merely a rhetorical manifestation of elite anxieties over
their loss of influence in an increasingly heterogeneous society. I argue that neither of
these views is wholly correct. Instead, the rhetoric of corruption served the traditional
upper classes of the empire as a tool of fashioning self and group identity. This can be
seen in the writings of three contemporary elite authors, the conservative Roman senator,

Quintus Aurelius Symmachus, Antioch’s official teacher of rhetoric, Libanius, and the



bishop of Constantinople, Gregory of Nazianzus. In his letters and speeches, Symmachus
focuses primarily on two classical vices, corrupt solicitation and luxury, in order to re-
establish the boundaries of proper senatorial conduct. In constructing corruption in this
manner, he demonstrates the appropriate mixture of business (negotium) and leisure
(otium) in a senator’s life, and clarifies what constitutes a dignified otium. Libanius uses
the language and imagery of corruption as a means of reinforcing the traditional
connection between education and virtue. The self-control developed specifically in the
labors of rhetorical training curbed the inclination to turn public office into a source of
personal profit. Lastly, Gregory of Nazianzus interweaves Christian imagery and biblical
references into classical depictions of corruption and vice in order to fashion the ideal
bishop as a philosopher and thereby grant special distinction to the hierarchy of the
Christian church. Yet, in spite of their differences, central to the rhetorical strategy of all
three authors is a conception of nobility that privileged virtue over wealth and birth.
Ultimately, then, the rhetoric of corruption served as a means of assimilation in an era of

unprecedented social mobility.
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Introduction

Towards a Rhetoric of Corruption

Corruption permeates the ancient sources, both Greek and Roman, poetry and
prose. In classical Athens, the Peloponnesian War and the corresponding accumulation of
wealth and proliferation of otdois provoked some to reflect on the “disintegration and
degeneration” not only of the political system of democracy but also of the institution of
language itself.! During the succeeding century, prominent politicians frequently accused
their opponents of bribery in the law courts and endured allegations of venality in the
performances of the comic poets.”> Rome, too, was witness to vivid descriptions of
systemic and individual corruption. There was a consensus among Roman moralists that
the wealth initially derived from imperial expansion in the second century BCE infected
the Republic with ambition and greed, rendering the senate and people of Rome
susceptible to bribery, exposing the conquered provinces to extortion, and ultimately
resulting in violence and civil war.? During the principate, the educated elite of the
Roman empire viewed the threat posed by venality as no less potent, focusing their

anxiety in the figure of the emperor.* Greed and luxury became attributes of the

I'See Kallet 2001 on Thucydides and Euben 1986 on Euripides’ Orestes (quote from 224).
2 Strauss 1985 and Taylor 2001a and b.
3 Lintott 1990.

4 Switala 1979.



rhetorical bad emperor, who spread his personal corruption through his courtiers to the
city of Rome and the empire as a whole. Indeed, many of the sources of the late Roman
empire, both Greek and Latin, as well as pagan and Christian, depict the culmination of
this process, describing a state that had completely succumbed to the temptation of
venality from its two-fold core, the imperial court and Roman senate, to the provincial
periphery.’

Modern scholars, faced with the ubiquitous presence of immorality and corruption
in the sources, have been inclined to view such accounts as descriptions of real behavior.
The frequency of accusations of venality in Athens meant that the Athenians were indeed
venal, and the laments of the Roman moralists are conclusive evidence of widespread
decadence in ancient Rome. The most significant proponent of this interpretation in late
antique studies is Ramsay MacMullen. Although his impressive Corruption and the
Decline of Rome has now passed the twentieth year since its publication, MacMullen has
reiterated his adherence to this earlier thesis in a recent discussion of the effectiveness of
Roman government under the emperors.® Thus, he continues to maintain the existence of
a shift from the responsible exercise of influence by the Roman elite on behalf of friends
and dependents during the early empire to the indiscriminate exchange of favors for
money under the later Roman empire of the fourth and fifth centuries. MacMullen sees

the reasons for the increasing dominance of this “ethos of corruption” in the late empire

5 MacMullen 1988.

6 MacMullen 2006. MacMullen’s thesis has recently been introduced to a much wider audience through
Murphy 2007: 91 — 120.



as twofold: first, the expansion of the size and influence of the Roman state during and
after the third century, and second, the occupation of many of these newly-created
governmental posts by common soldiers and freedmen. Such practices as bribery and
extortion had always existed among the “slaves, freedmen, supply sergeants, and petty
accountants” of the empire, he argues, but only in the Roman imperial government of the
fourth and fifth centuries do such individuals occupy positions of substantial authority.’
The resulting treatment of public and private power as sources of profit drastically
reduced the efficiency, and therefore the effectiveness, of the Roman state in both the
administration and the defense of its empire.

Although MacMullen’s general exploration of the exercise of power in the Roman
empire is instructive and has marshaled behind it the author’s vast and impressive
command of the primary source material, his specific thesis has provoked considerable
scholarly criticism over the last two decades. Recent scholarship has urged caution when
employing such a morally laden term as “corruption” and emphasized the necessity of
examining this theme within its proper cultural and historical contexts.® Indeed, in his
study of late Roman bureaucracy, Christopher Kelly confidently asserts, “In the end, few
would disagree that it would be both inapplicable and ill conceived to attempt to

understand corruption in any historical bureaucracy through the imposition of patterns

7 MacMullen 1988: x.

8 Both of the articles on corruption in the Oxford Classical Dictionary and Late Antiquity: A Guide to the
Postclassical World emphasize this necessity. See, most recently, Kleinig and Heffernan 2004.



and prescriptions derived from modern Western morality and institutions.” Yet, in
attempting to assess the impact of such a culturally embedded notion as corruption on the
equally slippery, and very modern, concept of administrative efficiency within the
unfamiliar context of governance in the later empire, MacMullen is doing precisely that.
Furthermore, he has inadvertently involved current scholarly debate over the nature of
late Roman government in a series of related controversies in the social sciences that one
scholar has collectively termed the “Great Corruption Debate.”!?

This debate has its origins in the late 1960s when a number of “revisionist”
political scientists examining the processes of modernization “found that corruption
could, at least occasionally and sometimes systematically, have a beneficial impact on a
range of important goals: ‘nation-building’, economic development, administrative
capacity, and democratization.” Although subsequent studies in the literature of political
science and economics have often contested and consequently moderated this
perspective, the revelation that practices considered “corrupt” by modern Western
standards might in some ways promote government efficiency and prove beneficial to the
goal of modernization has cultivated the prevalence of cost-benefit analyses among social
scientists. However, regardless of the centrality of this sort of analytical methodology in
the social sciences, there remains little agreement concerning the practical consequences

of political corruption, let alone consensus on its definition. As a result, scholars who

9 Kelly 2004 3.

19 Hutcheroft 1997: 643f. See also Heywood 1997 and, more recently, Saxonhouse 2004.
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study this phenomenon frequently place themselves in “rival camps,” regarding such
behavior as “either an overall good or an overall bad.”

It is possible to detect within contemporary late antique scholarship a growing
body of literature concerning governance and law that reflects certain aspects of this
social scientific debate. While MacMullen has adopted a position more consistent with
the traditional, moralistic approach, scholars who write with his work in mind, such as
Christopher Kelly and Jill Harries, have largely eschewed the terminology linked with
notions of “corruption” and advocate the effectiveness of late Roman government and the
efficacy of its laws.!! Interestingly, these more recent studies employ many of the same
sources as their more traditional counterparts, albeit with varying degrees of emphasis,
but arrive at virtually opposite conclusions. For example, Kelly’s Ruling the Later
Roman Empire also examines the exercise of power in late antiquity, specifically those
very phenomena MacMullen blames for the increasing impotence of the central
government, that is, the expansion of the imperial bureaucracy, the charging of fees for
government services, and the purchase of bureaucratic offices. However, Kelly views
this “shift in the pattern of power” away from the traditional influence exercised by
patronage and personal connections as deepening imperial control and heightening its
effectiveness through a greater degree of regulation and rationalization.!> The numerous

accounts of corruption in the sources are more a rhetorical manifestation of aristocratic

1 Kelly 2004 and Harries 1999.

12 Kelly 2004: 108.



anxiety than a reflection of reality, since “by and large it was not in the long-term
interests of the majority of provincial bureaucrats to charge extortionate prices. For the
most part, these were local men with local concerns.”? At the heart of this debate lies a
quandary faced by all students of ancient history. Even if agreement can be reached on
what exactly constituted “corrupt” behavior, there is simply not enough data to arrive at a
conclusive evaluation of the costs and benefits of such phenomena in the late Roman
empire. This, in turn, gives rise to the tendency of ancient historians to adopt their
individual perspectives from the sources themselves. Thus, Kelly’s sympathies lie with
John Lydus, the sixth-century bureaucrat whose writings provide the foundation for his
study, and MacMullen’s viewpoint bears a striking resemblance to the hostile, and highly
rhetorical, reactions of the traditional elite.

Although neither of these two positions can be demonstrated conclusively given
the relatively scanty nature of the evidence, the approach taken by scholars such as Kelly
does have the virtue of a more nuanced understanding of the nature of the sources. In his
1993 review of Corruption and the Decline of Rome, Bryan Ward-Perkins questions the
actual existence of a novel and pervasive ethos of venality in the late Roman state: “I am
unconvinced that what [MacMullen] claims to have been a substantial change is more
than a different and more explicit rhetoric and language of corruption in the late

Empire.”'* Indeed, on several occasions MacMullen himself highlights the remarkable

13 Kelly 2004: 145.

14 Ward-Perkins 1993: 265.



homogeneity of a diverse array of late antique sources on the topic of corruption.'> What
he neglects to mention, however, is the literary nature of his evidence and its place within
a well established and increasingly elaborate rhetorical tradition. Kelly, on the other
hand, rightly views such descriptions of corrupt behavior as “part of a complex and
highly charged rhetoric of execration.”'® He argues further that many of the literary
figures of the fourth and fifth centuries who had been indoctrinated into the hegemonic
system of classical education (TTadeia), including both pagans and Christians, employed
accusations of venality in response to the growing imperial bureaucracy and the
alternative means of accessing the central government that it offered. Kelly’s discussion
of this widespread literary phenomenon, however, is largely directed against MacMullen
and seeks to disassociate this particular brand of moralizing from any sort of attempt to
reconstruct an objective reality for the late Roman empire. Thus, there is a great deal of
room left to discuss more precisely the role that this “rhetoric and language of
corruption” played in late antiquity. I intend to uncover this rhetorical phenomenon in
the literature of the late Roman elite and to examine its role both in the (re)construction
and demarcation of a corporate aristocratic identity and in the self-representation of the
individual author within that identity.

The fourth century was witness to a number of historical trends that threatened the

privileged position and social cohesion of the traditional elite strata of the Roman empire,

15 MacMullen 1988: 164, 175, 185, and 193.

16 Kelly 2004: 165-181, quotation from 167.



that is, the senatorial order of Rome and the curial classes who dominated the eastern
Greek cities. In 324, following his victory over Licinius, Constantine founded a new
capital on the site of Byzantium and created a new senate as part of his efforts to garner
political support in the east.!” Although the members of this body were initially of lower
status than those of the senate in Rome, Constantine’s son, Constantius II, partitioned the
senatorial order in the mid-fourth century based solely upon geography, an action that
could not have been taken unless the collective status of the senate of Constantinople had
been raised to equal its Roman counterpart.!® In addition to establishing a second
aristocratic institution of equivalent standing in the east and circumscribing both bodies
geographically, the emperors of the fourth century normalized and extended the practice
of bestowing senatorial status upon those who held military offices and positions in the
expanding imperial bureaucracy. Moreover, the means of access to and advancement in
the imperial administration was diversified to include more than the traditional practice of
exercising personal influence through the extensive networks of patronage that continued
to permeate late Roman society.!® The appointment and promotion of individual
bureaucrats could now be based upon such distinct, and often contradictory, criteria as
proficiency, seniority, inherited right, and money, in addition to the more customary

criterion of personal influence. Consequently, not only did the number of senators in the

17 Heather 1998: 184-191.

18 Skinner 2008 argues that the partition of the senatorial order between Rome and Constantinople occurred
not in the late 350s (the traditional date is 357), but following the division of the empire in 337, and posits a
more significant role for the policies of Constantine in laying the groundwork for this development.

19 Kelly 1998, 162-175 and, more fully, Kelly 2004.



late empire rapidly and markedly increase, but the enlarged order was also far less
socially homogeneous than in previous centuries.

These changes greatly impacted the social fabric of the long-established wéAeis of
the eastern empire as well. The curiales, who occupied the apex of the civic hierarchy
and were responsible for tax collection and various municipal services (AeiToupyiat),
were offered unprecedented opportunities for social advancement outside their native
cities, either through the numerous positions available in the central palatine ministries or
the provincial administration, or by direct enrolment in the senate of Constantinople.?’

As touched upon above, local elites who pursued these new career paths were granted the
equestrian title of perfectissimus or one of the three grades of senatorial status,
clarissimus, spectabilis, or illustris, in ascending order; thus, they became honorati.
Although many such individuals remained in Constantinople as professional politicians, a
substantial number only briefly held imperial positions or received honorary titles, and
therefore enjoyed the benefits of high status in their own communities. During the fourth
century, these included immunity from curial obligations; thus, as the honorati grew in
numbers, there were fewer curiales to sustain municipal services and, of greater concern
to the central government, to collect local taxes. Historians of late antiquity, taking their

cue from the sources themselves, have long seen this phenomenon as a factor in the

20 Heather 1994: 21 — 33.



decline of the empire.?! More recent scholarship, however, has begun to cast this
development in a more positive light. Peter Heather points out, “The so-called ‘decline
of the curials’ is as much a story of local elites coming to participate more fully in
imperial structures, and hence a sign of success.”?? Indeed, because their privileged
status granted them easier access to both the governor and the imperial court, these
resident honorati ascended to the top of the civic hierarchy and drastically altered pre-
existing networks of patronage and influence. The cities of the Greek east therefore saw
the rise of a new class of elites, but one largely derived from the traditional curial
aristocracy. Nevertheless, boundaries of class had to be reset and long-established codes
of conduct reinforced.

The expanding imperial administration, however, was not the only source of
social ambiguity and anxiety in the Roman empire of the fourth century. Over the course
of his long reign, the emperor Constantine had not simply ended the persecution of the
Christian community and restored its property, he had initiated a relationship between the
central government and the Christian church that forever altered the social fabric of this
newly enfranchised religion.?* Ecclesiastical organization converged with the structure of

the imperial administration, tempting bishops to manifest worldly ambition as each

21 The standard narrative is still that of A. H. M. Jones, who, based primarily upon evidence from the Codex
Theodosianus, portrayed the central government in a continuous struggle during the fourth and fifth
centuries to prevent curiales from flooding the imperial bureaucracy; Jones 1964: 732 — 763.

22 Heather 1998: 205f.
23 Hunt 1998: 238 — 276. Hunt draws a distinction between the ecclesiastical hierarchy and the “secular”

imperial administration, but given the religious imagery that famously dominated court ceremony and ritual
in late antiquity, I am loath to use the term “secular” in this context; see MacCormack 1981.
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competed for prestige and increased status within the church hierarchy. The central
government provided funds for the construction of churches and the maintenance of
Christian charity, and granted members of the clergy tax privileges and immunities from
local civic duties. As the recipient of personal patronage from both Christian emperors
and an increasing number of Christian aristocrats, the church became the proprietor of a
rapidly increasing amount of wealth and property. A substantial portion of the revenue
and resources of the church was to be devoted to the works of Christian charity, providing
assistance to the poor, maintaining monks, widows, and virgins, and caring for the sick
and prisoners. As these efforts became more organized, the bishops and clergy who
administered them increasingly usurped and modified the traditional Greco-Roman
practice of beneficence, and attained the prestige and influence that accompanied local
civic patronage.?* The bishop became, in the words of Peter Brown, the “governor of the
poor.”? Under these circumstances, the hierarchy of the Christian church offered to the
educated urban elite an alternative route to public standing and financial privilege that
was more lasting and secure than a career in the imperial bureaucracy, and retained a
large degree of independence from courtly influence. However, the emerging role, and
increasing perception, of the church as an institution devoted so much to worldly affairs

provoked anxiety amongst an increasing number of prominent and classically educated

24 Brown 1992: 89 — 103. On the role of Christian almsgiving specifically, see Finn 2006.

25 Brown 2002: 79.
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Christians, who sought to distance the image of themselves and their religion from the
corrupt and corrupting material world.

In order to explore the full breadth of these trends on the rhetorical construction of
corruption during this period, I shall examine one author from each of the elite strata
discussed above: Q. Aurelius Symmachus (c. 340 — 402), a leading voice in the senate at
Rome; Libanius (314 — 393), a member of one of the leading families of Antioch’s city
council; and Gregory of Nazianzus (c. 330 — 391), a second-generation Christian bishop
from the curial elite of Cappadocia. I have selected these three figures in particular for
two reasons: first, they were close contemporaries, and therefore permit a synchronic
view of the rhetoric of corruption across the empire, shortly before the permanent
political division of its eastern and western halves in 395, and the disruptive Germanic
migrations in the West that began in earnest during the first decade of the fifth century.
Second, all three were renowned for their rhetorical ability and their steadfast defense of
the classical literary tradition. As such, they acted as conduits for classical conceptions of
corruption into late antiquity (and beyond), and thus provide insight into how this
rhetorical construction changed over time.

The study that follows is organized into four chapters, each focusing on a specific
narrative of corruption within the lives of the chosen authors. Because these narratives
cross the boundaries of genre, I have incorporated evidence from orations, letters, and
even poetry into my investigation. I begin with Symmachus, devoting the first two

chapters to this staunch defender of the Roman mos maiorum. Chapter 1 traces the theme
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of corrupt solicitation (ambitus) over the course of the senator’s career. Throughout his
corpus, this peculiarly republican crime is linked with its cognate, ambitio, and cast as a
disruptive element to the political and social order of Rome, a threat to the harmony
(concordia) and reputation (fama) of the senatorial order. In this context, ambitus serves
as a foil for traditional senatorial values such as verecundia and pudor that the Roman
elite believed were cultivated in the exercise of patronage. Thus, in refashioning this
classical vice, Symmachus intervened to curb the ambitions and influence of both the
rapidly growing number of senatorial bureaucrats and those members of the more
established families of the Roman senate whose conduct he deemed un-senatorial.
Whereas chapter 1 focuses on the affairs of state (negotium), chapter 2 addresses
corruption in the sphere of senatorial leisure (otium). Here, Symmachus draws on the
vices of idleness (desidia, ignavia, inertia, languor, segnitia) and luxury (luxuria, luxus)
both to valorize otium over negotium during a period of increasing senatorial
participation in imperial administration and politics, and to fashion an otium cum
dignitate for himself and his friends during the lengthy periods between offices.

From the symbolic core of the Roman empire, I turn next to the provinces of the
Greek east and the imperial centers of Antioch and Constantinople. Chapter 3 explores
the connection between political corruption and the decline of traditional Greek education
(Traudeia) in the writings of Libanius, Antioch’s official sophist. Within his vast corpus
of orations and letters, this professor of rhetoric constructs a narrative that attributes the

erosion of intellect and the undermining of self-discipline to the growing popularity of

13



the rival studies of shorthand writing and Roman law. As secretaries and legal experts
gained prominence in local society and attained positions within the imperial
administration, political confusion replaced prudent governance, violent abuse supplanted
eloquent civility, and administrative philanthropy gave way to officially sanctioned
extortion. In this way, Libanius refashions the literary and rhetorical education offered in
his classroom as a valuable asset to those who sought a career in the expanding
government apparatus.

Finally, chapter 4 looks at the rhetoric of corruption within the literarily fashioned
life of Gregory of Nazianzus. This Christian curial and second-generation churchman
employs the language of luxury and greed, ambition and envy to meld the classical image
of the philosopher and the late antique figure of the Christian bishop. By interweaving
Christian imagery and biblical references into more traditional descriptions of corruption
and vice, Gregory establishes the boundaries of an otium cum dignitate that is
simultaneously classical and Christian, and depicts an ecclesiastical hierarchy that is
immune to the venal practices so commonly associated with the imperial court and
administration during this period.

This study in no way claims to be an exhaustive treatment of the depiction of
corruption in late antiquity. Rather, by examining specific facets of this rhetorical
construction within a representative sample of the elite strata of the fourth-century
Roman empire, it argues for the continued vitality and importance of traditional

aristocratic views of good governance and social organization. The writings considered

14



here neither offer a direct reflection of reality, as per MacMullen, nor represent what
Kelly refers to as “hectoring, cartoon rhetoric,” that is, an impotent reaction to socio-
political change rather than an active participant in it, but instead provide a glimpse into
the evolution and transmission of classical elite values into the medieval west and

Byzantine east.?®

26 Kelly 2004: 184.
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Chapter One

The Bounds of Ambition:
Symmachus and the Aristocracy of Service

Among the numerous recommendations within the epistolary corpus of Q.
Aurelius Symmachus is one written on behalf of Antistianus, an otherwise unknown
Roman senator (vir ordinis nostri). In this letter, 9.38, Symmachus prevails upon an
anonymous imperial official to grant his colleague retirement (portum privatae quietis)
from a lengthy tenure in office, probably as defensor civitatis for his hometown (diu
patriae suae functus defensionem).?’” While the letter begins and ends with Antistianus’
virtues, the honesty of his life (probitate vitae), the honorable fulfillment of his
obligations (honestis officiis), and his trustworthiness and diligence (fide atque industria),
it is in fact the nature of his desire (qualitas desiderii) that indicates his recommender
writes truthfully rather than to curry his favor (ex vero potius quam in gratiam eius). To
encourage a favorable outcome for this request, Symmachus implicates his recipient in
this shared world of senatorial values:

quae res tibi commendabilem faceret, etiamsi meus non interveniret

adfatus. Soles enim pro tua virtute diligere cupidos otii et nescios
ambiend;.

27Roda 1981a: 160 — 162 and Callu 2002: 108 discuss Antistianus’ possible position as defensor and the
law codes relevant to this office.
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This fact would commend him to you, even if my words were not

intervening. For you are accustomed, in accordance with your virtue, to

cherish those who long for leisure and are ignorant of soliciting.?
The late Roman senatorial aristocracy often articulated a preference for ofium in their
lives and literature. Naturally, this attitude also infiltrated the works of various non-
senatorial authors of the period; thus, the historian Ammianus Marcellinus criticized
Sextus Claudius Petronius Probus, the wealthy and influential head of the ancient gens
Anicia, because he “languished like a fish out of water if he was not in office.”?® Modern
historians who have examined this phenomenon focus primarily on the cupido otii,
interpreting it either as a direct reflection of an aristocratic retreat from the dangers of
public life or as an affectation studiously cultivated by a politically resurgent senatorial
elite.3® No one to my knowledge, however, has dealt directly with its corollary, the
nescium ambiendi.

In this chapter, I shall examine the definition and function of ambitus in the
literary corpus of Symmachus. This peculiarly republican form of corruption appears
twenty-five times in the writings of this senator of the late empire, occurring sixteen

times in the correspondence.3! The letters also reveal six instances of the verb ambire,

divided equally between its gerund and infinitive forms. Yet, as O. F. Robinson has

28 Symm. Ep. 9.38. All translations are my own unless otherwise indicated.

29 Amm. Marc. 27.11.3: Atque ut natantium genus, elemento suo expulsum, haud ita diu spirat in terries, ita
ille marcebat absque praefecturis, trans. by Hamilton 1986; see also Expositio Totius Mundi et Gentium 55.

30 Cracco Ruggini 1986 best represents the former view, while Matthews 1975: 1 — 31, the latter.

31 T omanto 1983: 51f.
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pointed out, ambitus “was essentially a crime of the Republic,” encompassing various
forms of electoral bribery and, consequently, subject to an extensive series of laws.??
Indeed, the last of these, the lex lulia de ambitu of 18 BCE, fell under the scrutiny of the
third-century CE jurist, Herennius Modestinus, who succinctly observed, “This law is
obsolete in the City today, because the appointment of magistrates belongs to the
supervision of the emperor, not to the good-will of the people.”? Symmachus himself
counts among the advantages of his age (nostri saeculi bona) the absence of “the
shameful wax tablet, the sorting ballots corrupted by mobs of clients, the venal ballot-
urn; elections now are settled between the senate and the emperors. They select equals
and encourage the more distinguished.” (abest cera turpis, diribitio corrupta clientelarum
cuneis, sitella venalis; inter senatum et principes comitia transiguntur: eligunt pares,
confirmant superiores).>* To the senate of fourth-century Rome, the sordid and degrading
elections of the assemblies, with their “tribes polluted by freedman and plebeian
dregs” (tribus libertina ac plebeia faece pollutas), seemed a thing of the distant past,
obsolete and withered (obsoleta atque arida). Why, then, is ambitus so prominent in the
correspondence of one of its leading members?

I argue that Symmachus (and, no doubt, many of his peers in the Roman senate)

used and adapted the cultural and literary construct of classical ambitus to refine the

32 Robinson 1995: 84 — 86.

3 Dig. 48.14.1 pr.: Haec lex in urbe hodie cessat, quia ad curam principis magistratuum creatio pertinet,
non ad populi favorem.

34 Symm. Or. 4.7.
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boundaries of senatorial status at a time when they were becoming increasingly
permeable. This term, and the act that it signified, is rooted both linguistically and
conceptually in the vice of ambitio. Together, these cognates play an important role in
the Roman historiographical tradition, where charges of ambitio are frequently leveled
against subversive plebeians, demagogic generals, and populares opponents of the
senate.®> I propose that this connection between “ambitious” behavior and the humiliores
of Roman society remained strong among the classically imbued senatorial aristocracy of
late antiquity, making the language of ambitus particularly effective in demarcating a
corporate elite identity and defending traditional conceptions of nobilitas.3® Throughout
the Symmachean corpus, ambitus is portrayed as a disruptive element to the political and
social order of Rome and its senate. It disturbed the observance of the traditional state
cult, interfered in the proper administration of the city, and threatened the dignified
concordia and, as a result, the fama of the senatorial order. In this way, Symmachus
intervened not only to curtail the potentially destructive rivalries of his social equals,
those members of the more established families of the Roman senate, but also to curb the
corrosive ambitions of the rapidly growing number of arriviste senators from the imperial

bureaucracy.

De Verbo Dubio: A Brief History of Ambitus

35 See McDonnell 1986 and Lintott 1990.

36 For Christian involvement in the construction of nobilitas, as well as that of Ammianus and Symmachus,
see Salzman 2001.
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The Romans themselves, it seems, found ambitus to be “dubious,” for this word is
included with its cognate ambitio in a short treatise on Latin words of uncertain form or
usage attributed to the second century CE grammarian, Flavius Caper. According to the
De Verbis Dubiis, one speaks of ambitio “while it is happening,” ambitus, “after it has
been done.”” Thus, ambitus was viewed as a direct manifestation of ambitio, more
specifically of that ambitio associated with an excessive desire for political power and
influence. Yet, rather than narrowing the range of meaning of this word, the linguistic
connection illustrated by this treatise only serves to increase its ambiguity. While modern
historians frequently translate this word as “electoral corruption” or “corrupt
solicitation,” and at times more explicitly as “bribery,” it remains a term that eludes
precise translation, encompassing not only illicit forms of pursuing political office, but
also circumlocutory and verbose discourse, vainly ostentatious deportment, and
exaggerated and bombastic rhetoric.?® Still, the rich array of meaning conveyed by
ambitus for the most part derives from its association with ambitio, signifying various
shameless and dishonest means of obtaining favor. In order to understand the meaning
and function of so elusive a word in the writings of Symmachus, first it will be necessary
to examine briefly its wider role in Rome’s history and literature.

Ambitus is sparse in the extant Roman annalistic tradition, appearing explicitly

only once within the first ten books of Livy. Yet this single reference is significant, since

37 Keil 1880: 107: Ambitio, quando fit; ambitus, cum factus est.

3 OLD s. v. 2. ambitus 2; cf. ambitio. This, of course, excludes the literal definition of “going around,” the
circumference of a circular object, and the rhetorical period.
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it fits within the broader context of political struggle between the plebeian and patrician
elites that dominated the republican period. According to the Augustan historian, the first
law de ambitu was passed in 358 BCE.?° Attributed to a tribune of the people, C.
Poetelius, and confirmed by the senate, this plebiscite sought to check the ambitio of new
men particularly, “who were accustomed to frequent the weekly markets and village
meeting-places” (qui nundinas et conciliabula obire soliti erant), both focal points for the
tribus rusticae.*® The lex Poetelia, however, was not the first attempt to restrain
canvassing. Seventy-four years earlier, in 432, the tribunes of the people had passed the
first enactment against ambitio in collusion with the principes plebis.*' Some among
these plebeian leaders had believed the canvassing and machinations (ambitione
artibusque) of the patres had obstructed their path to office, and that they would be
successful “if the plebs were allowed a respite from the intermingled entreaties and
threats of the patricians” (si plebi respirare ab eorum mixtis precibus minisque liceat). To
this end, they had urged the tribunes to propose a law prohibiting candidates from adding
white to their clothing while seeking office, essentially preventing them from becoming
candidati. A similar concern over the influence of the nobiles surfaced in 314, when

conspiracies among the local elite of Capua (occultae principum coniurationes) prompted

% Livy 7.15.12 — 13.

40 Frayn 1993 draws a distinction between macella, daily markets that catered more to the elite, and the
mainly rural clientele of the nundinae.

41 Livy 4.25.9 - 14.
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the senate to appoint a former plebeian consul, C. Maenius, as dictator.*?> After the
suicide of the leading Campanian conspirators, Maenius transferred the proceedings to
Rome on the assumption that “coalitions formed for the sake of obtaining offices were
contrary to the interests of the state” (coitiones honorum adipiscendorum causa factas
aduersus rem publicam esse). The nobilitas, however, unifying behind their indicted
peers, “denied that this was a crime of elites, for whom the path to office lay open in the
absence of deceit, but of new men” (negare nobilium id crimen esse quibus, si nulla
obstetur fraude, pateat via ad honorem, sed hominum nouorum). These investigations
ultimately were quashed by the very coalitions and factions (coitionibus factionibusque)
that they had been established to eliminate. Although scholars have questioned the
historical veracity of these three narratives, as well as the motivations ascribed by Livy to
their participants, together they reflect a very real and persistent Roman anxiety over the
extent and form of personal influence and patronage in politics.

The sources of the late Republic abound in accusations of ambitus and record an
extensive series of leges de ambitu.** While it became increasingly common to use the
courts as a political battleground and an arena for personal rivalries, laws curbing
electoral corruption advertised their sponsors to the Roman people as champions of the
mos maiorum and expert moralists. The textual evidence makes it clear that ambitus

involved much more than money, depicting laws that penalized various types of bribery

42 Livy 9.26.5 - 22.

43 See Lintott 1990 and Gruen 1974: 159 — 161, 212 — 224, and the index under “Ambitus” and “Electoral
bribery.”
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agents (divisores, sequestres, sodales), eliminated attendants (nomenclatores, adsectores),
and forbade candidates from holding or attending banquets and distributing gifts, such as
free gladiatorial shows and seats at the games. However, many of these activities fell
within the traditional bounds of the elite institution of patronage. How, then, did Roman
aristocrats distinguish between the growing scope of ambitus and patron-client relations
during this period? M. Tullius Cicero notes in his De Oratore that, on occasion, an
advocate may be able to draw a distinction in court between the virtuous exercise of
liberalitas and benignitas and the criminal activities of ambitus and largitio.** Indeed,
the renowned orator previously had put theory into practice in his successful defense of
both a consul-elect, L. Licinius Murena, and Cn. Plancius, an equestrian candidate for the
aedileship. In the case of the former, Cicero adeptly secured the acquittal of an individual
who had most likely violated the very law that he himself had authored, the lex Tullia de
ambitu. He accomplished this, in part, by appealing to both Roman tradition and the
patron-client relationship between the poor (homines tenues) and their fellow tribesmen
of substance who are honorable and generous (bonis viris et beneficis).*> Thus, while
Cicero insists that his client abstained from bribes and gifts of any sort, the shameful
dispensing of money, he also systematically redefines each charge, the sectatores, the
spectacula, the prandia, as the customary duties of a patron: “All of these are the

obligations of friends, the profits of the poor, and the duties of candidates” (omnia haec

44 Cic. De Orat. 2.105: et de ambitu raro illud datur, ut possis liberalitatem atque benignitatem ab ambitu
atque largitione seiungere.

4 Cic. Pro Mur. 67 — 717, quote from 73.
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sunt officia necessariorum, commoda tenuiorum, munia candidatorum). Yet, for all the
rhetorical dexterity of the Pro Murena, Cicero himself admitted in his later treatise that
even the ideal orator was rarely (raro) successful in making such a fine distinction.

Augustus himself authored the last of these leges de ambitu in 18 BCE as part of
an extensive program of moral reform and a propaganda campaign that identified /ibertas
with securitas. Indeed, the senatorial historian Tacitus notes that, among the provinces,
senatorial rule was already associated with ambitus, lending credence to the claims of
Caesar’s heir:

Neque provinciae illum rerum statum abnuebant, suspecto senatus

populique imperio ob certamina potentium et avaritiam magistratuum,

invalido legum auxilio quae vi ambitu postremo pecunia turbabantur.

Nor did the provinces reject that state of affairs, for they were suspicious

of the administration of the senate and people because of the rivalries of

the powerful and the greed of the officials, while the protection of the laws

was inadequate, as they were constantly thrown into chaos by violence,

improper influence, and finally money.4¢
Like his more politically savvy predecessor, Tiberius understood the importance of the
duty of restraining ambitus to the image of the princeps. Tacitus mentions on three
occasions in his Annales Tiberius’ efforts to suppress the disorder and injustice that
accompanied this vice. The most significant of these occurred at the very beginning of

his reign in 14 CE, when the elections were transferred from the Campus Martius to the

senate:

46 Tac. Ann. 1.2.
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nam ad eam diem, etsi potissima arbitrio principis, quaedam tamen studiis

tribuum fiebant. Neque populus ademptum ius questus est nisi inani

rumore, et senatus largitionibus ac precibus sordidis exsolutus libens

tenuit, moderante Tiberio ne plures quam quattuor candidatos

commendaret sine repulsa et ambitu designandos.

For up to that day, though the most important rested with the emperor's

choice, some were settled by the partialities of the tribes. Nor did the

people complain of having the right taken from them, except in mere idle

talk, and the Senate, being now released from the necessity of bribery and

of degrading solicitations, gladly upheld the change, Tiberius confining

himself to the recommendation of only four candidates who were to be

nominated without rejection or canvass.*’
During the succeeding consular elections, Tiberius maintained this image, urging the
candidates not to throw the elections into chaos by canvassing (hortatus ne ambitu
comitia turbarent) and promising them his support (suam curam).*® To Tacitus, however,
skeptical of both this particular princeps and the principate as a whole, Tiberius’ behavior
served only to demonstrate his own dissimulatio and accentuate the bitterness of the
senate’s inevitable descent into servitium. This connection drawn by the historian
between the repression of ambitus and the loss of senatorial freedom also appears in the
context of the senate’s judicial functions. Dissatisfied with the legal deliberations of the
patres, the princeps frequently sat at the end of the praetor’s tribunal; thus, “many

decisions were given in his presence, in opposition to improper influence and the

solicitations of great men (adversus ambitum et potentium preces). This, though it

47 Tac. Ann. 1.15, trans. by Brodribb and Church 1942.

48 Tac. Ann. 1.81.
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promoted justice (veritas), ruined freedom (libertas corrumpebatur).”*® Within this
critique of Tiberius’ administration, however, lie hints of another equally senatorial
perspective. For even Tacitus must admit that the ambitus and preces of the potentes
corrupted veritas and that the senate gladly (/ibens) relinquished the disgraceful necessity
of courting of the plebs. In fact, Velleius Paterculus, also a Roman senator and historian,
credits Tiberius with banishing strife (seditio) from the forum, canvassing (ambitio) from
the Campus Martius, and discord (discordia) from the curia.>® Thus, by the exemplum of
this optimus princeps, “favoritism is vanquished by equity, solicitation by virtue
(superatur aequitate gratia, ambitio virtute).”

Velleius’ paean to the subjugation of gratia and ambitio proved premature,
however, for senators remained politically active in the courts and elections continued to
be highly contentious into the second century. Indeed, evidence for the occurrence of
ambitus at Rome during the principate of Trajan is found within the published letters of
Tacitus’ contemporary and friend, Pliny the Younger. Letter 6.5 discusses the convoluted
aftermath of the trial of Julius Bassus, who had been accused of extortion (repetundae)
and other crimes following his tenure as governor of Bithynia-Pontus in 100 — 101.3!
Although condemned, he had received the more lenient of two proposed sentences

(thanks, in part, to Pliny), and in response, the Bithynians indicted one of their own

49 Tac. Ann. 1.75.
50 Vell. Pat. 2.126.2 and 4.

31 Pliny discusses the trials of Julius Bassus and Varenus Rufus with Cornelius Ursus in a series of four
letters, Ep. 4.9, 5.20, 6.5, and 6.13.
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advocates, the proconsul Varenus Rufus. Pliny also spoke on behalf of Varenus, helping
him obtain senatorial permission to summon witnesses from the province, a power
traditionally accorded only to the prosecution. This decree, however, seemed unjust to an
obstinate minority (quibusdam iniquum et quidem pertinaciter visum), especially the
famously severe Licinius Nepos.>?> At the next session of the senate, this former praetor
reopened the question, proposing to debate sub exemplo legis ambitus de lege
repetundarum whether or not the substance of this decree should be added to the law. A
fierce quarrel ensued between Nepos and a current praetor, Juventius Celsus, who
rebuked his opponent for establishing himself as the emendator senatus. Thus, as during
the republic, individual senators under the empire also sought to demonstrate their moral
integrity as a form of symbolic capital.>> Such demonstrations, however, could not only
provoke discord within the senate, as was the case here, but also attract the unwanted and
dangerous attention of the emperor, whose authority was based to a substantial degree on
his own exemplary morality.** Indeed, Pliny had watched these proceedings with
disapproval, as certain senators “were praying for the emperor’s favor (propitium
Caesarem), frequently for one or the other, sometimes for both, as though at some public
show (ut in ludicro aliquo).” It was far more proper for the senate to prove its adherence

to the mos maiorum as a unified body and in collaboration with their virtuous princeps.

52 Pliny, in fact, attempts to downplay Nepos’ severitas in a letter to Romatius Firmus, one of the judges in
the Centumviral court, Ep. 4.29.

53 Edwards 1993: 24 — 28.

3 Of course, the importance of morality in fashioning the imperial image varied from emperor to emperor,
but I think it is safe to say that Trajan assiduously cultivated a reputation for moral rectitude.
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Letter 6.19 can be seen as a counterpart to 6.5. Although the subject of this letter
is ostensibly the rising price of land in Italy, especially around Rome, in it Pliny devotes
considerably more attention to the cause of this sudden increase, a campaign against
ambitus. During the most recent elections, the senate had pronounced “the most
honorable proposals that ‘Candidates should not hold banquets, distribute gifts, or deposit
money (Candidati ne conviventur, ne mittant munera, ne pecunias deponant).”” Pliny
notes that the first two of these practices were conducted both openly and excessively
(tam aperte quam immodice), while the last, although carried out covertly, was quite well
known (quamquam occultaretur, pro comperto habebatur). Vigilantly taking advantage
of senatorial consensus (vigilanter usus consensu senatus), Pliny’s friend and ally,
Homullus, proposed that Trajan be made aware of this collective desire (desiderium
universorum) and petitioned to remedy this vice just as he had others (sicut aliis vitiis).

In response, the princeps restrained the “shameful and disreputable” expenditure of
candidates by invoking the canvassing law (sumptus candidatorum, foedos illos et
infames, ambitus lege restrinxit). Additionally, he ordered that those seeking office invest
a third of their patrimony in Italian real estate, thus prompting an intense rivalry for real
estate throughout Italy and selling in the provinces, and allowing Pliny to return to the
opening of his letter in ring composition.>> While this letter explicitly discusses concern
over the rising price of land, there is a deeper and unexpressed tension here as well, since,

in curbing one form of sumptus, Trajan had unintentionally incited another. Pliny’s

35 For a more thorough discussion of ring composition in the letters of Pliny, see Hoffer 1999, esp. 13.
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rhetoric smoothes over this tension by mocking these overly ambitious candidates, even
questioning their Romanitas. “Like foreigners” (quasi peregrinantes), he writes, they had
regarded Rome and Italy “not as their fatherland but as an inn or stable” (non pro patria
sed pro hospitio aut stabulo), and now “they ran to and fro” (concursant) in a degrading
contest of salesmanship (certatim quidquid venale audiunt emptitant, quoque sint plura
venalia efficiunt). Pliny ends his letter, tongue-in-cheek, by suggesting to his recipient
that, if he is sick of his Italian estates, now is the time to sell them and purchase land in
the provinces. Thus, Pliny skillfully draws attention away from fundamental Roman
anxieties over personal influence and aristocratic expenditure and accentuates his account
of a unified senate and its virtuous princeps successfully restraining that more insidious
manifestation of sumptus, ambitus.

This “golden age” of the early and mid-second century, defined in part by the
harmonious relationship between senate and princeps, rapidly deteriorated after the death
of Marcus Aurelius in 180 into a period of economic instability, military dictatorship, and
almost incessant warfare. As with most things throughout the tumultuous third century,
the evidence for ambitus is sparse; however, this may not be due simply to the paucity of
the sources. During this crisis, the emperor was increasingly absent from Rome and,
when present, showed little respect for the traditional authority and prestige of the senate,
at times even regarding the senatorial order with open hostility.’® Instead, equites

occupied most civil and military offices, diminishing the aristocratic competition for

56 See Talbert 1984: 488 —491.
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honores that formerly had encouraged ambitus. The jurists of the third century,
increasingly influential and authoritative, reflect this state of affairs in their writings. As
mentioned above, Herennius Modestinus concludes that this particular crime no longer
occurred in Rome itself, but also notes its continued presence in the municipia to obtain
local magistracies and priesthoods.”” Moreover, he expands the scope of the lex Iulia de
ambitu to include those who have instituted a new tax (novum vectigal instituerit) and
any defendant or plaintiff who enters the house of a judge (reus vel accusator domum
iudicis ingrediatur). The spurious Pauli sententiae, compiled in the late third century,
also mention ambitus in the election of provincial magistrates and priests, threatening
deportation to an island for those who assemble a mob suffragiorum causa>® Yet, in spite
of the persistence of this crime outside the city of Rome, ambitus disappears from both
Roman law and Latin literature more generally, resurfacing in the imperial rescripts of the

late fourth and early fifth centuries, as well as the literary corpus of Symmachus.

A Portrait of the Senator as a Young Man
Among the Roman senatorial elite, ambition was a youthful indiscretion. During
the waning days of the republic, Sallust admitted that, as an adulescentulus motivated by

his desire to serve the state (studio ad rem publicam), he had been corrupted by this vice

57 Dig. 48.14.1.

58 Sent. 5.30a.
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(inbecilla aetas ambitione corrupta).”® Thus he exchanged his pudor, his abstinentia,
indeed virtus itself for audacia, largitio, and avaritia, those malae artes that he had so
recently despised. Under the empire, Pliny equated ambitio with youth in a letter
describing his recent stay with the veteran statesman Vestricius Spurinna. In 3.1, he
praises this veteran commander who thrice held the consulship for his peaceful and well-
ordered retirement (placida omnia et ordinata), juxtaposing it with the disordered and
chaotic existence (confusa...et quasi turbata) suitable only to iuvenes. For senes, Pliny
maintains, “activity is ill timed and ambition shameful” (industria sera turpis ambitio
est). Symmachus, too, reflects this traditional association in a letter to the venerable
senator and fellow littérateur, Julius (or Junius) Naucellius.%® This late antique Nestor
had announced that he was preparing for a rare visit to Rome from his literary haven at
Spoletium and requested one of Symmachus’ urban domus as lodging. Symmachus,
however, already had allotted this residence to some unnamed guests (hospitibus) and
encouraged his friend to stay in his own childhood home:

Siquidem domus, quae tibi prius ambitioso per aetatem iuventae et

habitanti cum liberis satisfecit, senilem moderationem distributis in alias

domus filiis non debet offendere.

Since indeed that residence, which satisfied you earlier when you were

eager for honor throughout your youth and while you were living with

your children, should not offend the sobriety of your old age now that your
sons have dispersed into other homes.

3 Sall. Cat. 3.3 —4.

60 Symm. Ep. 3.14.
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Yet, although Symmachus adhered to this customary elite distinction between iuventa
ambitiosa and senilis moderatio, in the letters he is noticeably defensive of his conduct
throughout the whole of his public life, assiduously cultivating an image free of ambition
and deeply embedded in the senatorial institution of amicitia and aristocratic verecundia.
While such letters were no doubt written in response to specific historical incidents in the
senator’s life, they also constitute part of a broader rhetorical strategy within the
Symmachean corpus that privileges the traditional values of the Roman senatorial elite in
the administration of the empire.

Early in his political career, probably between his tenure as corrector of Lucania
and the Bruttii in 365 and the embassy to the court of Valentinian I at Trier in 368,
Symmachus wrote his first letter to the influential tutor of the young emperor Gratian, the
Gallic poet Decimus Magnus Ausonius. He begins with a forceful condemnation of
ambitus:

Olim te mihi fecit optabilem cultu fama litterarum tuarum, sed diu

officium scribendi per verecundiam distuli, ne in aula positum viderer

ambire: cuius morbi ita crebra est adfectatio ut diligentes existimationis

viri pro alienis vitiis erubescant.

For a while now, the renown of your literary endeavors has made me

wishful of paying you my respects, but I long put off the courtesy of

writing because of modesty, so that I would not seem to solicit someone

well-placed in the imperial court. The affliction of this disease is so

common that men who value their reputations blush for the vices of
others.6!

61 Symm. Ep. 9.88.1. Roda 1981b: 273 — 280 first argued that Ausonius was the recipient of this
anonymous letter. This theory currently enjoys a great deal of scholarly consensus. However, for a recent
attempt to disprove this argument, see Coskun 2002: 120 — 128.
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The young senator, however, is quite confident that his letter will not be misinterpreted as
the product of a shameless ambition, for Ausonius had apparently approached him first.
Thus, “kindly invited” (benigne accitus), Symmachus enters the “open gates” of the
poet’s friendship (patentes amicitiae tuae fores), promising more frequent letters to his
new friend to compensate for the “delays of a modest silence” (pudentis silentii moras).
This anonymous letter in many ways embodies the ideals and conventions of the
elite institution of amicitia. The relationship depicted within is based first and foremost
upon a mutual appreciation for literature and facilitated by Symmachus’ old teacher of
rhetoric (per doctorem) and Ausonius’ friend and colleague, Tiberius Victor Minervius.%?
It is a iusta cognatio, established through the proper channels and with the right motives,
not one based on political expediency and the lust for power. Moreover, in spite of his
desire, Symmachus rightly waited for the older and more influential Ausonius to write
him, demonstrating the senatorial virtues of verecundia and pudor. In stark contrast to
his own behavior, the young senator describes a virtual epidemic of flattery and vice at
the imperial court. This is a perception that must have been widespread among the
traditional elite of the senate and to which Ausonius himself later attests through an old

observation of Cicero: “At the court, I say, he who reveals his face, conceals his

62 Symm. Ep. 9.88.3. For the career of Tiberius Victor Minervius and his relationship to Ausonius, see
Booth 1978 and 1982.
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thoughts” (in comitatu, inquam, qui frontes hominum aperit, mentes tegit).>> Yet, just
beneath Symmachus’ insistent claims to virtue and confident avoidance of vice lies that
tenacious and unspoken aristocratic anxiety, “for friendship is obliging and by affection
changes from sober consideration to more flattering opinions” (gratiosa quippe est
amicitia et a severo examine in blandiores sensus caritate mutatur).** Thus, the
difference between amicitia and ambitus continued to be slight into the late empire.
Indeed, during a period in which alternative means of achieving influence threatened the
traditional dominance of the elite culture of friendship, the need to maintain such a
distinction must have acquired even greater urgency. %

Symmachus, of course, was not entirely free of ambition, pursuing the traditional
cursus honorum to which senators of established Roman families were expected to
adhere.%® Thus, three years after returning from the court at Trier, he obtained the
proconsular governorship of Africa (373 — 374). Upon retiring from this post,
Symmachus wrote to an anonymous correspondent concerning “the wicked deeds of the
envious or shameful decrees of the ungrateful” (vel facta inproba vel ingratorum foeda

decreta) that robbed him of the honor of public statues.®” Drawing extensively from

03 Symm. Ep. 1.32.4. This is almost a direct quote of Cic. Pro Planc. 6.16. Cf. also Sall. Cat. 10.5:
Ambitio multos mortalis falsos fieri subegit, aliud clausum in pectore, aliud in lingua promptum habere,
amicitias inimicitiasque non ex re sed ex commodo aestumare, magisque voltum quam ingenium bonum
habere.

64 Symm. Ep. 9.88.2.

5 Kelly 2004: 138 — 185.

6 Heather 1998: 191 — 195.

67 Symm. Ep. 9.115.
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classical exempla, both Roman and Greek, the insulted aristocrat adopts in this letter an
attitude of equanimity before nequitia and contempt for such monuments and “the public
falsehoods of inscriptions” (nihil moror statuas et publica falsa titulorum). Instead, he
declares, “In conscience alone is the reward and care for virtue” (in sola conscientia est
fructus et ratio virtutis). In addition to Matthews’ “language of enmity,” then,
Symmachus also deploys the Roman moralizing tradition within the rhetorical strategy of
9.115, redirecting the aims of proper elite ambition and effectively cloaking the dishonor
he had suffered.*®

Symmachus’ contemporary and fellow resident of Rome, Ammianus Marcellinus,
illustrates that this particular aspect of the mos maiorum retained symbolic capital even
among the increasingly diverse fourth-century elite. In the first of his extant digressions
on the Roman senate and people, the historian criticizes the zealous pursuit of statues,
“petty and insignificant things” (exigua haec...et minima), and categorizes senators who
fall prey to this vitium among the few whose “disorderly fickleness” (levitate paucorum
incondita) detracted from the gloria of Rome:

Ex his quidam aeternitati se commendari posse per statuas aestimantes,

eas ardenter affectant, quasi plus praemii de figmentis aereis sensu

carentibus adepturi, quam ex conscientia honeste recteque factorum.

Of these, some passionately strive for statues, calculating that through
them they are able to entrust themselves to immortality, as if they will

68 Matthews 1986. Cf. Plin. Pan. 55, esp. 9: Arcus enim et statuas, aras etiam templaque demolitur et
obscurat oblivio, neglegit carpitque posteritas: contra contemptor ambitionis et infinitae potestatis domitor
ac frenator animus ipsa vetustate florescit, nec ab ullis magis laudatur quam quibus minime necesse est.
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attain more compensation from senseless bronze figures than from the
awareness of their honorable and virtuous deeds.*

His exemplum is the elder Cato, who famously preferred that the virtuous (boni) wonder
why he had not earned (meruisse) a statue than grumble that he had.”® Although
Symmachus adopts in part this Catonian image, his concern extends beyond his own
conscientia to that of his recipient and those of similar good character: “But if I am to
aspire to any honor of public testimony, I ought to be content with your opinion and those
like you” (quodsi mihi ullus honor testimonii publici adfectandus foret, iudicio tuo et
similium contentus esse deberem). Indeed, Symmachus claims that the highest praise
(summam laudis) is to obtain the approval (probaret) of a single good man (optimus). In
this way, the rising senator casts himself as striving for the “long and difficult ascent to
true glory” (ad ascensus verae gloriae tendere longos et arduos) that Ammianus thought

proper for Rome’s patres.

Ambitus and the New Golden Age

On the occasion of L. Aurelius Avianius Symmachus’ nomination to the
consulship of 377, the younger Symmachus followed his father’s gratiarum actio with a
speech of his own, boldly reclaiming a dominant position for the senate within the body

politic before a naturally receptive audience of his peers. What remains of this oration,

6 Amm. Marc. 14.6.8.

70 Cf. Plut. Cat. mai. 19.6.
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the Pro Patre, offers an explicit contrast between the harmonious new administration of
the youthful, but well-educated Gratian and the reign of fear and tyranny perpetrated by
the officials appointed under the soldier emperor Valentinian I.7! In the first extant
portion, ambitus is a prominent theme, serving to accentuate the novelty of contemporary
political circumstances. “These things are new (nova), which we are attempting,”
Symmachus maintains, “but your kindness (humanitas) is an extraordinary (inusitata)
assurance of my success.””?> He continues:

Egistis comitia non petentis, consulatum istum bonorum ambitus
impetravit: vos recepistis candidati officia, nos designati.

You have conducted the election of an individual who was not seeking

office; the canvassing of the virtuous obtained that consulship. You have

assumed the obligations of a candidate, we, those of a designate.
To Symmachus, his father’s consulship represented the realization of that ideal state
envisioned in the writings of Velleius Paterculus and the younger Pliny. His election was
held within the curia and affirmed both the concordia of the senate and the pios mores of
the candidate. Ambitus is present, but Avianius’ lack of ambition transferred the officia of
canvassing to a unified senatorial order and underlies the strikingly paradoxical image of

the bonorum ambitus. Moreover, just as Symmachus’ gratiarum actio accords with “the

law of men and gods” (ius hominum et deorum) as a performance of filial piety, the

71 On the complex relationship between Symmachus, the senate, and Valentinian I, see Humphries 1999.

72 Symm. Or. 4.2.
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unanimous request of the senate indicates a return to the traditional elite values of

verecundia and pudor:
Ubi sunt, qui falso animis inbiberunt, magis efficacem esse audaciam
factionis quam voluntates bonorum? Nempe fugit repulsa virtutem et
contra ambitus omnis ignavus est. Quod honeste poscitur, feliciter
impetratur. Hoc ius patriciae genti tempora reddiderunt: postulatio vestra
iudicium est. Impetrabilius cuncta nunc petitis, quam aliquando iussistis.
Where are those who mistakenly regard the impudence of faction as more
effective than the good will of the virtuous? Surely rejection puts virtue to
flight and, conversely, improper influence is wholly lazy. That which is
honorably requested, is successfully obtained. The times have restored
this right to the patrician stock: your desire is the proof. You seek all

things now with greater success than when you formerly designated them
yourselves.”?

Thus, in spite of the allegedly unprecedented atmosphere of his oration, Symmachus
speaks of a restoration of traditional “patrician” morality, using terminology that is
evocative of Tacitus’ Tiberius and the indolent ambitio mala that infected Sallust.”*
Naturally, the true author of this “rare” (raro) golden age of consensus is Gratian, who,
unlike the disingenuous princeps of the Annales or even his own father, shares the desire
and purpose of Rome’s senate (qui idem vellent, idem statuerent quod senatus).

This harmony between princeps and senate, however, ended a lengthy (o/im)
period dominated by the anxiety (sollicitudo) of a dominus who was undeserving of his

position (quod ipse non merebatur) and therefore distributed offices to individuals of

73 Symm. Or. 4.4.
74 See p. 8 above, and Sall. Cat. 11.1 — 2: Sed primo magis ambitio quam avaritia animos hominum

exercebat, quod tamen vitium proprius virtutem erat; nam gloriam honorem imperium bonus et ignavos
aeque sibi exoptant, sed ille vera via nititur, huic quia bonae artes desunt, dolis atque fallaciis contendit.
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equal disrepute. Under Valentinian’s regime, Symmachus details the emergence of yet
another novel species of ambitus: “Not to be loved was a certain kind of new
canvassing” (genus quoddam erat novi ambitus non amari).”> This atmosphere of
imperial diffidence and thwarted amor publicus quickly raised the dregs of the human
race to the very peak of the administration (mortalium pessimos ad amplissimas
potestates). Thus, in accordance with traditional Roman political theory, the character
and behavior of the emperor created a ripple effect throughout the western half of the
empire.’® As Valentinian gathered about him those who were “hostile” (diversa) and
“displeasing to all” (omnibus displicebant), the mores publici fell prey to the seduction
(hanc inlecebram) of this new ambitus. “So it used to happen,” Symmachus concludes,
“that the good, for whom all things were unfavorable, were either overwhelmed by the
plots of the wicked or corrupted by their examples” (ita accidebat, ut boni, quibus
adversa omnia erant, aut opprimerentur improborum insidiis aut mutarentur exemplis).
Fundamental to the distinction that Symmachus draws between the bonorum
ambitus fostered by Gratian and the “hateful” canvassing of the previous regime are
deep-seated Roman notions of class and social status. To the established families of the
senate at Rome, the persecution suffered during the magic and adultery trials must have
seemed a tragic, yet natural consequence of the composition of Valentinian’s government.

From 364 to 376, professional soldiers and career bureaucrats dominated the imperial

75 Symm. Or. 4.5.

76 See Edwards 1993: 24 — 8 and Switala 1979; cf. Plin. Pan. 45 — 46.
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court and administration, retaining their offices for unusually long tenures and
penetrating even the traditional cursus honorum of the senatorial elite.”’ Indeed,
throughout Italy and North Africa, a substantial number of the emperor’s fellow
Pannonians occupied administrative positions that customarily served as the starting point
for senatorial careers, while at Rome, the tyrannical Fl. Maximinus was only one in a
series of non-senatorial vicars and urban prefects. With the exception of a single Roman
senator, the notoriously ambitious Petronius Probus, and one eastern lawyer, the
opportunistic Domitius Modestus, the consulship too remained exclusively in the hands
of the emperors, their sons, and their generals.”® According to the Pro Patre, the young
Gratian inherited this burdensome patrimony (hereditatis onera) of “depraved

officials” (malos iudices) and a state corrupted by “wicked and foreign morals” (improbi
atque externi mores).” However, by late April or early May of 376, six months after the
death of Valentinian, the new ruler had repudiated many of his father’s most noxious

supporters, executing Maximinus and Fl. Simplicianus and imprisoning Doryphorianus,

77 More recent scholarship has sought to bring balance to the aristocratic bias that I am examining in this
chapter by emphasizing the potential efficiency such individuals could bring to government; see Lenski
2002: 56 — 67, Matthews 1975, ch. 2, and, more generally, Kelly 2004, and Heather 1998 and 1994.

78 In a letter of 370, Symmachus (a little too) exuberantly congratulates Probus on his appointment as
consul for the following year, including among the proofs of his sincerity the fact that “political office, for a
long time rare and exceedingly troublesome for the senatorial order, looks at last to a distinguished man of
civil society” (quia honor iampridem togato ordini rarus nimisque difficilis tandem summatem civilium
partium virum respicit), Ep. 9.112. Seeck 1883: xxv n. 49 demonstrates conclusively that the recipient of
this anonymous letter must have been Sextus Claudius Petronius Probus.

79 Symm. Or. 4.10; cf. Or. 6.3, where Symmachus speaks of Valentinian’s reign as a period “when many

worthless men began [their careers] practically from the highest offices” (...cum plerique hominum
viliorum prope a summis potestatibus inchoarent).
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all of whom had served as vicarii of Rome during the maiestas trials.8® Senators and
literary men began once again to appear in political office both at court and throughout
the western empire.

Drawing upon traditional literary imagery of the elite ideal of concordia,
Symmachus portrays the developments of the first year of Gratian’s reign as the
restoration of a Saturnian golden age (haec est illa Latii veteris aetas aureo celebrata
cognomine).?! By the end of the extant oration, the princeps has piously reassumed his
role as the paterfamilias of the aristocratic household that Symmachus equates with the
Roman state (pie regimur et quaedam pignora principum sumus, neque alia inter cives
quam inter filios iudicii discretio). Idleness (ignavia), the primary motivation for
ambitus, is reformed by the rewards of virtue (praemiis virtutis), and the consulship is
reserved for the honorable (honorati) and learned (eruditi). The new emperor’s policies,
his promotion of those “worthy of love” (dignus amore) as well as his clementia toward
“the displeasing” (quisquis displicet, non necatur), are cast as an emendatio of
Valentinian’s corrupting regime; “for those who naturally lacked a love of virtue follow
hope” (nam quibus ab natura recti amor defuit, spem sequentur). Earlier in the Pro
Patre, Symmachus had offered an imperial refashioning of Livy’s early republican

parable of the belly and the limbs.®? The princeps and the proceres were now unanimous

80 Amm. Marc. 28.1.57. For the timing of this repudiation, see Matthews 1975: 64ff.
81 Symm. Or. 4.15.

8 Symm. Or. 4.6; cf. Livy 2.32.8 — 12.

41



in their desires, thereby forming a healthy head that watched over the well being of the
extremities and thus allowed the Roman state to thrive (Unum corpus est rei publicae
adque ideo maxime viget, quia capitis robusta sanitas valetudinem membrorum tuetur).
Within this atmosphere of political concordia, the consular elections in effect had been
restored to the senate (amor vester praerogativa est consulatus) and, as a result, the
“good” now occupied the imperial administration (magistratus boni capiunt),
distinguished from their senatorial equals (aequales) only by their merits (merita). Chief
among them, of course, was Symmachus’ father. Thus, the burgeoning orator concludes,
he may be silent about ambitus, for “political office has returned to morals” (ad mores

rediit honor).

The Reluctant Prefect

Upon entering the urban prefecture in late spring of 384, Symmachus composed
two Relationes, one to Valentinian II and a second to Theodosius, dutifully thanking each
emperor for his appointment.®3 In both, the new prefect takes great pains to demonstrate
that this honor did not result from his own ambition. Indeed, the very opening of the first
Relatio defines and accentuates the virtuous circumstances of Symmachus’ promotion
through a concise series of oppositions:

Quieto mihi et iam pridem a desideriis honorum remoto praefecturam

multis cupitam sponte tribuistis. Ago gratias tot bonorum erga me
principum voluntati, sed intelligo, quanto plus sollicitudinis habeat

8 See Sogno 2006: 42 — 43.
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magistratus, qui ex iudicio, quam qui ex gratia venit. ille enim ut meritis

datus spem sui debet aequare, iste ut per beneficium quaesitus a periculo

expectationis alienus est, domini imperatores.

While I was in retirement and far-removed from longings for office, you

voluntarily bestowed upon me the prefecture coveted by many. I give

thanks for the goodwill of so many good rulers towards me, but

understand how much more anxiety an office that comes from deliberation

holds, than one that comes from favoritism. For the former, since it is

granted for merits, should equal the hope within it, while the latter, since it

is sought as a favor, is free from the danger of expectation, Lord

Emperors. 8
Symmachus had long enjoyed a guies not only free of the traditional sollicitudo felt by
the conscientious magistrate, but also in contrast to the excessive desideria and cupido
for public office exhibited by many of his contemporaries. It is due in part to this lack of
ambition, he implies, that the emperors selected him, doing so of their own accord
(sponte) and motivated by voluntas. According to Symmachus, his position derived
solely from the careful consideration (iudicium) of the emperors on the basis of his own
merita, and was therefore untainted by imperial favoritism (gratia) and unseemly
solicitation (per beneficium quaesitus). Although the senator expresses the same
confidence in his own integrity as he did ten years earlier after being robbed of his
honorific statues in North Africa (mihi ad conscientiam satis est non adfectasse publicam

curam), he also echoes the Pro Patre, maintaining that the virtutes of bonos magistratus

are contingent on the support (favor) and character (mores) of the principes.® In the

8 Symm. Rel. 1.1.

85 Symm. Rel. 1.2.
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second Relatio, too, Symmachus ostensibly subordinates concern (and responsibility) for
his own reputation to that of the emperors (nam in bonis magistratibus maiorem gloriam
quaerit temporum fama quam iudicum), describing his term in office as a causa
communis between himself and his numinous patrons.®® Yet this pressing appeal for the
favor perpetuus of the eastern emperor betrays an anxiety over his prior fama equal to
that of the first. For the new praefectus urbi once again emphasizes the unique
circumstances of his appointment and his complete lack of ambition:

Praefectos saepe fecistis et inmensa aetate facietis, sed quos adsiduitas et

usus ingesserit;, me dudum proconsularem virum cedentem iam diu

potentium moribus ante capere magistratum quam expectare voluistis.

You have often appointed prefects and you will appoint many more over

the course of your boundless reign, but unremitting service and experience

recommended them. I, on the other hand, was just recently of proconsular

rank, submitting for a long time to the caprice of the powerful; you wanted

me to occupy the office even before I desired it.%”
Although such expressions were indeed “conventional” and even “well-worn,” Cristiana
Sogno also rightly points out the “strongly dramatic” character of his language in these
two Relationes.®® However, while Sogno views this as a manifestation specifically of the

newly appointed prefect’s tenuous political position, his anxieties no doubt derived from

broader social developments as well.

86 Symm. Rel. 2.3.
87 Symm. Rel. 2.2.

8 Sogno 2006: 42f.
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The sudden and, in some cases, violent change in the composition of Gratian’s
court early in 376 naturally had been well received by the Roman senate. This drastic
turn of events, however, overshadowed the more subtle continuation of a distasteful trend
that had been fully institutionalized during the reign of the elder Valentinian, the
extension of senatorial status to imperial bureaucrats.?® In the context of the
uninterrupted growth of this “aristocracy of service” under Gratian, Valentinian II, and
Theodosius, more established members of the senatorial order like Symmachus must
have continued to experience anxiety over the imperial bureaucracy and their relationship
to it.%0 In rhetorically negating his own ambition in the first two Relationes, the senator
hints at this, noting to the young Valentinian that the urban prefecture is multis cupitam
and claiming that Theodosius had appointed previous prefects based upon adsiduitas and
usus. Of course, Roman senators were no strangers to cupido, as Ammianus illustrates in
his history, and the prefecture of Rome was generally bestowed upon only the most
prominent senatorial families. Yet Symmachus’ choice of terminology in the second
Relatio is so antithetical to the traditional elite pattern of brief and intermittent terms in
office that it becomes possible to read into this letter a muted disapproval of this
particular imperial policy.

The dutiful yet outspoken prefect did not conceal his opinion for long. In Relatio

17, Symmachus delicately requests the emperors appoint “better men” (meliores viri) in

89 See Heather 1998: 188 — 191 and Salzman 2002: 36 — 39.

% See, e.g., CTh 6.10.2 — 3, which were issued in 381 and together extended senatorial status to all notarii.
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the future to head the minor offices of the urban prefecture. “To manage these,” he
writes, “diligent and proven men should have been employed, so that each could
accomplish his own duty with faultless ease” (quibus regendis industrios et probatos
oportebat adhiberi, ut suum quisque munus inculpata facilitate promoveat). Symmachus,
once again manifesting that sollicitudo characteristic of boni magistratus, makes no direct
accusations against those currently in office (sed nolo culpare praesentes), but notes that
the burden of the administration has fallen on his shoulders alone, since the rest of his
officials have abandoned their duties (cedentibus reliquis). Boldly, if tactfully, he admits
that this state of affairs has arisen not from the “happiness of the times,” which possess a
“rich vein of good men” more worthy of such posts (habet temporum felicitas digniores;
bonorum virorum vena fecunda est), but from the emperors themselves, who were too
busy to approve (probare) such individuals personally. He concludes the letter with some
conventional senatorial wisdom: “You will take better care for your city in the future, if
you choose men against their will” (melius urbi vestrae in posterum consuletis, si legatis
invitos). Several prominent scholars have commented on the seeming incongruity of
such a principle to administrative efficiency.”! Indeed, the urban prefect says nothing of
proficiency or experience, assuming that bureaucratic facilitas derives instead from
industria and probitas. To the traditional elite of the Roman senate, however, offices
were honores to be attained by those who demonstrated the character and self-control

necessary to govern others. Symmachus felt so strongly about this principle that he

91 Jones 1964: 383f., Vera 1981: 132, and Matthews 1986: 165.
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risked disputing the judgment of the emperors, an act he soon discovered was equivalent
to sacrilege.®?

In Relatio 21, Symmachus returns to the virtuous circumstances of his own
appointment, shifting from a broader repudiation of ambition to the specific claim that he
had ascended to the prefecture of Rome “without solicitation” (sine ambitu). Publicly
censured by an imperial edict for misusing a recent decree intended to restore stolen
temple properties in order to imprison and torture Christian priests, the astonished urban
prefect attributes this “crude lie” (crudum mendacium) once more to a plot hatched by
rivals (insidias aemulorum) and motivated by envy (/ivor). Symmachus responds to this
purported drama at the imperial court in equally dramatic language, envisioning a single
“inventor of that stage play” (scaenae istius fabricator) who shamelessly wept (flevit) as
he misrepresented (simularet) the prefect’s “lawful investigation” (iusta inquisitio),
which had not yet even begun, as a series of “tragic examinations by torture” (fragicas
quaestiones). For, “without such cunning” (sine his argutiis), he argues, the “tranquil
mind” (serenum animum) of the emperor could not have been induced to denounce “in
terms more severe” than is his custom (asperioribus, quam pietati tuae mos est, litteris) a
prefect who was chosen sine ambitu.”> Moreover, although Symmachus also cites a letter
of support from Damasus, the current bishop of Rome, and the prudently sealed records

of the urban prefecture, he devotes almost equal space to his (senatorial) perspective on

92 CTh 1.6.9, addressed to Symmachus as praefectus urbi on December 28, 384: Disputari de principali
iudicio non oportet: sacrilegii enim instar est dubitare, an is dignus sit, quem elegerit imperator.

93 Symm. Rel. 21.2.
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the nature of imperial administration and his role within it. As in the first two Relationes,
the maligned senator dismisses the affront (iniuriam) done to the praefectura and his own
conscientia and instead conveys his concern for the reputation of the emperor himself.
“For those who tarnish officials of the highest rank,” he maintains, “seem to reproach the
emperor’s testimony as frivolous” (nam qui summi loci iudices decolorant, sacri
testimonii facilitatem videntur incessere).”* What Symmachus writes next comes
somewhat as a surprise:

lam dudum me divus genitor numinis tui praecipuo honore dignatus est,

ille meritorum arbiter singularis, cuius imperium cum moribus recepisti.

Paternum sequere, tuum tuere iudicium: qui praefecturam sine ambitu

meruimus, sine offensione ponamus.

Long ago your Divinity’s deified father deemed me worthy of a

distinguished office; he was a remarkable judge of merits, whose authority

you received along with his character. Follow your father’s judgment,

guard your own: let we who earned the prefecture without corrupt
solicitation set it aside without disgrace.®>

No doubt written with great irony, this passage brazenly refashions the emperor’s father
into an exemplary meritorum arbiter for the young Valentinian. The prefect immediately
follows this problematic exhortation with a theatrical demonstration of aristocratic virtue;

for, he not only claims to have “merited” his prefecture sine ambitu, he offers his

94 Note that Symmachus carefully distinguishes criticism of summi loci iudices from that of lesser officials,
such as he himself had offered in Rel. 17.

% Symm. Rel. 21.4.
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resignation as proof.”® It is possible then, that Symmachus is offering in this passage
both his fama as a conscientious magistrate and his skills as a renowned orator and
imperial propagandist in exchange for the emperor’s support.

On two occasions in the Relationes, Symmachus expresses anxiety over the
ambitus of others. These letters, I argue, can be included among the conservative
senator’s efforts to restore the traditional mores of a resurgent Roman senate in
collaboration with the two legitimate imperial courts at Milan and Constantinople.®’
Relatio 44 describes the urban prefect’s defense of the civic administration from
“clandestine petitions” (obreptivis supplicationibus), which had previously reduced the
numbers of the mancipes salinarum and therefore threatened the operation of the vital
salt-pans at Ostia. When the guild petitioned the emperor to restore those members who
had been retired and relieved of their duties (secreti atque excusati), they found that most
were protected by the support of Gratian’s influential magister officiorum, Macedonius
(muniri Macedonii suffragio). Although Macedonius had fallen from power after the
untimely death of his imperial patron in 383 and the mancipes had independently

arranged with a fellow guild, the navicularii, to supplement their membership,

% Since this Relatio was written while both Praetextatus and Damasus were still alive, and Symmachus did
not, in fact, step down from his office for at least another two or three months, I am inclined to view this
offer of resignation as a rhetorical device. McGuckin 2001a: 165 and 2001b: 357 note in the case of
Gregory of Nazianzus that the pretense of abandoning one’s post was a strategy taught to him by the
sophist Himerius during his school days in Athens. An example may be found in Himerius’ Eclogue 21, in
which the sophist resigns from his official chair of rhetoric and is only persuaded to return by the public
intervention of the learned proconsul of Achaea, Strategius Musonianus. On the life and career of
Himerius, see Barnes 1987.

97 Sogno 2006, ch. 2 argues that this characterized the first phase of his tenure as urban prefect, but I

maintain that he maintained this attitude throughout and after his prefecture with varying degrees of
effectiveness.
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Symmachus nevertheless was required to seek Valentinian’s approval to annul “rescripts
unjustly elicited” (inique elicita rescripta). Thus, he concludes:

Erit iam sacrosancti numinis vestri et illorum antiquare suffragia, quos

ostenditur ambitus liberasse, et his obstruere aditum supplicandi, quos sui

corporis adiudicavit adsensus.

It will now be the responsibility of your sacred Divinity to reject the

support of those who are shown to have been exempted by corrupt

solicitation, and to block the possibility of petitioning for those whom the

agreement of their own guild assigned as it did.
There are two points in particular worth noting here. First, Symmachus again rather
forcefully promotes a senatorial perspective in the operation of the central government,
this time attempting to counteract the influence of “corrupt” parvenus and career
bureaucrats like Macedonius. The ambitus that they abet disrupts the established order,
permitting those who exploit it to escape their duties to the Roman state. To halt the
spread of this corruption, Symmachus advises that such individuals should not be granted
access to the court, effectively severing the connection between the corrupted and their
corruptor. Second, according to this dispatch, it required the combined efforts of two
corpora, the praefectus urbi, and the emperor himself to counteract at Rome the
suffragium of a single, now disgraced imperial official (albeit the magister officiorum) in
distant Milan.”® Perhaps, then, Symmachus’ anxiety was not entirely unjustified. Indeed,

the ascetic Christian convert, Sulpicius Severus, claims that the venality of Macedonius

reverberated throughout Gaul and Spain as well, after the “heretical” bishops, Instantius

%8 Ironically, Symmachus was to conduct Macedonius’ trial at Rome, but the former magister officiorum
proved elusive; cf. Symm. Rel. 36.
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and Priscillian, were able to elicit from him a rescript (rescriptum eliciunt) favorable to
their cause through bribery (largiendo et ambiendo).”®

Of greater concern to Symmachus than corruption within the civic administration,
however, was the threat of ambitus to the senate itself. In his efforts to restore senatorial
dignitas and the old Roman mores, the urban prefect found a far more willing (or perhaps
more capable) collaborator in Constantinople. Relatio 8 offers thanks to Theodosius from
that ordo reverendus for a “healthful” imperial rescript (orationis salubritate) and seeks
his confirmation of the resulting unanimous (nullo dissentiente) decree from the senate.
This oratio had proposed both restrictions on spending for games, which Symmachus
claims “shameful ostentation” (foeda iactatio) had overwhelmed, and a restoration of
senatorial procedure to its “ancient form” (vetus forma), in which the order of speaking
was based on offices held (honorum fortuna), not entertainments provided (ratio
munerum). In so doing, the prefect believes, Theodosius “has restored the good sense of
antiquity to our morals and expenditures” (et moribus et sumptibus nostris sanitatem
veterem reddidistis) and “returned virtues to their own dominion” (ad regnum suum
redisse virtutes). Yet, in spite of all this, Symmachus has one additional request of the
emperor, that a warning (comminatio) be added to this law, “lest any solicitation corrupt

these decisions or those which you have ordained with divine wisdom on behalf of the

9 Sulp. Sev. Chron. 2.48.5: Tum vertere consilia, ut, quia duobus episcopis, quorum ea tempestate summa
auctoritas erat, non illuserant, largiendo et ambiendo ab imperatore cupita extorquerent. Ita corrupto
Macedonio, tum magistro officiorum, rescriptum eliciunt, quo calcatis, quae prius decreta erant, restitui
ecclesiis iubebantur. Of course, Sulpicius was born into a prominent aristocratic family in Aquitania and
received an education at Bordeaux no doubt similar to that of Symmachus, so the linguistic parallels are not
as conclusive as they first might appear.
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dignity of the senatorial order” (si ullus aliquando ambitus haec vel illa corruperit, quae
consilio caelesti pro ordinis dignitate sanxistis). This Relatio, then, depicts the eastern
emperor as yet another golden age princeps, sharing the principles of Rome’s senatorial
elite and inspiring consensus within the curia. As urban prefect, however, Symmachus’
voice rises above the rest, enabling him to demonstrate an even more stringent adherence
to the Roman mos maiorum and thereby accrue greater social capital than his peers.
Indeed, with the right imperial patron, Symmachus could achieve immortality through
Roman law as a champion of senatorial dignity and elite values; for, unlike the benefits of
fortune, “laws alone, which proceed for the common good, are never allowed to
fall” (solae leges, quae in bonum commune procedunt, numquam patiuntur occasum).
Unfortunately, Symmachus lacked the support of the Milanese court, where the
young Valentinian II was subject to the competing interests of various court officials, his
empress mother, Justina, and the bishop Ambrose. During his tenure as urban prefect,
Symmachus had been publicly rebuked twice and failed in yet another attempt to restore
the Altar of Victory to the curia and state funding and financial privileges to the
traditional Roman cults. Thus when his comrade (consors) and fellow “defender of
ancient virtue” (antiquae probitatis adsertor), Vettius Agorius Praetextatus, died in
December of 384, the disillusioned and beleaguered prefect resigned shortly thereafter.!%
During these trying times, Symmachus sent a letter to Virius Nicomachus Flavianus,

asking his close friend to return to Rome so that together (adiutu inter nos mutuo) they

100 Symm. Rel. 10.1.
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might alleviate the rather serious troubles (graviores offensiones) that he currently
endured alone (solus experior).'%! Foremost among these was a proposal of the Vestal
Virgins to dedicate a statue to Praetextatus, which Symmachus and a few other like-
minded traditionalists opposed as inappropriate to the reputation of the Vestals and
contrary to custom (neque honestati virginum talia in viros obsequia convenire neque
more fieri). However, fearing that open dissension among the pontifices would expose
them to attacks by rivals (sacrorum aemulis), the conservative senator contented himself
with a written response. “I replied only in writing that this precedent was to be avoided,”
he confides to Flavianus, “lest an honor just in its origin quickly fall to undeserving
individuals through corrupt solicitation” (exemplum modo vitandum esse rescripsi, ne res
iusto orta principio brevi ad indignos per ambitum perveniret). Thus, even amidst
personal tragedy and political defeat, Symmachus maintained his vigilance against the

threat posed by ambitus to the dignitas of traditional senatorial institutions.

Princeps Senatus

The years following Symmachus’ prefecture were difficult, involving periods of
self-imposed exile in southern Italy and political disgrace stemming from his support of
the usurper, Magnus Maximus.!?? Yet, thanks to his friends at the eastern court, including

Flavianus, then quaestor sacri palatii, and the powerful magister officiorum, F1. Rufinus,

101 Symm. Ep. 2.36.1.

102 See Sogno 2006: 63 — 76.
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he was able to repair his relationship with Theodosius by the fall of 390, when he was
appointed to the consulship of the following year. When Valentinian II was found dead in
his quarters at Vienne and the Frankish magister militum, Fl. Arbogastes, proclaimed the
rhetorician Eugenius emperor in the summer of 392, Symmachus wisely avoided direct
involvement with this latest usurper. Although Flavianus had accepted the consulship of
394 from Eugenius and committed suicide after the usurper’s defeat, from the battle at the
Frigidus until his death (probably in 402), Symmachus exercised his greatest influence at
the imperial court and, consequently, in Rome, acting as the princeps senatus. During
this period, he voiced his concern over ambitus on two occasions, both involving the
dignity and prestige of the senate.

In Ep. 6.22, to his son-in-law, the younger Nicomachus Flavianus, Symmachus
discusses the shameful behavior involved in the debates over the composition of a
senatorial embassy. “But as regards our fatherland,” he writes, “the corrupt solicitation at
the heart of an embassy has set a more destructive fire among the other woes caused by a
grain shortage” (patriae vero nostrae inter cetera frumentariae penuriae mala legationis
ambitus nequiorem facem subdidit). Initially, the senate had chosen two distinguished
court officials (duobus aulae summatibus), Postumianus and Pinianus, to serve as
ambassadors. After a few days, however, “private interests” (studia privata) added a
third member, Paulinus. From this, a struggle ensued to the point of “heinous” physical
violence (nefarias pugnas), while Symmachus himself was absent (me absente). “It

shames me to say,” he remarks, “what slanders and abuse the elite members of the senate
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hurled at themselves” (pudet dicere quae in se optimates senatus crimina et maledicta
proiecerint). Although he hears the disputes of the factions (partium quaestiones) have
been suspended in anticipation of his judgment (meo detulisse iudicio), the princeps
senatus laments that, “in the meanwhile, the reputation of the senate is ruined and the
offense has also been added to the unfortunate state of affairs in Rome” (interim senatus
fama laceratur et infortunatis etiam crimen accessit). Naturally, Symmachus’ verecundia
prevents him from going into any further detail. Thus, this letter is yet another
expression of the traditional elite notions of propriety and self-control to which this
conservative senator stubbornly adhered. Ambitus again stems from placing studia
privata before the interests of the state and ultimately undermines the concordia of
Rome’s “best men.” Indeed, the breakdown of consensus within the curia seems an even
greater source of anxiety to Symmachus than the annonarian crisis itself that was the
impetus for the corrupted legatio.'® Yet, unlike his preceding references to ambitus, the
figure of the emperor is noticeably absent from this portrait. In fact, the most immediate
victims of these senatorial machinations were two representatives of the imperial court,
who were compelled to share their sonor with a member of the ancient and powerful
gens Anicia.'® The image of the senate in the late fourth century, then, differs drastically
from that under the “tyrannical” officials of Valentinian I. Furthermore, Symmachus has

fashioned himself in this letter as the princeps of this resurgent senatorial order,

103 For the gravity of such crises, see Sogno 2006: 52f.

14 PLRE 678 (12).
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demonstrating both a concern for ordo and patria and a devotion to the Roman mos
maiorum greater than that of the corrupt and ambitious scions of the still influential
Anicii.

This epistolary image of a largely independent senate that had relapsed into an
unseemly competition for honores is a reflection of the contemporary political
environment. On January 17, 395, Theodosius died, leaving the western empire to his
ten-year-old son, Honorius, under the regency of the half-Vandal magister militum, F1.
Stilicho. During the next seven years, until Symmachus’ death early in 402, Stilicho
faced persistent Gothic rebellion, the revolt of the Moorish comes Africae, Gildo, and
increasing tension with the court at Constantinople, where another boy-emperor,
Arcadius, was carefully managed by his zealously territorial courtiers. Under these
circumstances, the senate at Rome must have seemed to the court at Milan a valuable, if
difficult, ally. Indeed, this political context is just as likely as the usurpation of Eugenius
to have prompted an offer from the imperial court to restore the office of the censorship
to the senatorial order.!% This obscure episode in the relationship between court and
curia is interwoven within four letters of Symmachus concerning his publication of two
“little orations™ (oratiunculas), and constitutes the last written manifestation of this

conservative senator’s anxieties surrounding ambitus.'%

105 Hartke 1940: 85 — 103, esp. 98, hypothesizes that Eugenius made this offer to gain the support of the
senate after his negotiations with Theodosius had failed. This view finds support in McGeachy 1942: 32 —
34, Cristo 1975, which reproduces much of McGeachy’s argument verbatim, and Rivolta Tiberga 1992: 109
— 111. However, Matthews 1975: 267 and Marcone 1987: 20 — 21 assume that the affair occurred during
the reign of Honorius.

106 Symm. Ep. 4.29 and 45, 5.9, and 7.58.
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Evidence for the censorship after the collapse of the republic is sparse, yet
nevertheless demonstrates that the office continued to exert both symbolic and concrete
power in the hands of Rome’s emperors. Although Augustus had held a public census on
three occasions, Claudius was in fact the first emperor to adopt the title of censor,
assuming the office in 47 with Vitellius as his colleague.!?” Vespasian and Titus repeated
this collegial precedent in 73/74, in order to exert control over the composition of the
senatorial and equestrian orders.'%® This association of censorial authority with imperial
power reached its peak under Domitian, who received the title of censor perpetuus in 84,
“being the first and only man, whether private citizen or emperor” to be granted such an
honor.!% However, as late as the third century, the Greek senator and historian, Cassius
Dio, is able to observe of the emperors that “by virtue of holding the censorship they
investigate our lives and morals as well as take the census, enrolling some in the
equestrian and senatorial classes and erasing the names of others from these classes,
according to their will.”!1 These scattered references in the sources persist into the late
empire, when the Latin terms censura and censor often referred more generally to

severity in moral judgment.!'! Of particular interest among the later evidence is a

197 Suet. Aug. 27.5. For Claudius and Vitellius, Tac. Ann. 12.4 and Hist. 1.9, and Dio Cass. 60.29. See also
Levick 1990: 98 — 101 and F. X. Ryan, “Some Observations on the Censorship of Claudius and Vitellius,
A.D.47—-48,” AJP 114 (1993) 611 — 618.

108 Plin. Nat. Hist. 3.66 and 7.162, Suet. Vesp. 8 and Titus 6, and Censor. De die natali 18. See also Levick
1999: 171.

109 Dio Cass. 67.4.3, trans. by Cary 1925.
110 Dio Cass. 53.17.7.

111 Marcone 1987: 70.
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passage in the troublesome Historia Augusta, which current scholarly consensus
attributes to a single author with senatorial sympathies writing in the late fourth
century.!'? According to the biography of the two Valerians, the emperor Decius had
requested by letter that the senate recommend a candidate for the censorship.!'* The
senate convened on October 27, 251 and unanimously (omnes una voce) selected its
absent princeps, P. Licinius Valerianus, on the basis of his pedigree (primus genere,
nobilis sanguine), erudition (doctrina clarus), and character (emendatus vita, moribus
singularis, exemplum antiquitatis). Indeed, the patres conscripti proclaimed, “Valerian’s
life is a censorship” (Valeriani vita censura est). Upon receiving this senatus consultum,
Decius summoned Valerian and informed him of the senate’s decision before the entire
court (omnes aulicos). Addressing the emperor, the princeps senatus tactfully declined
the honor:

apud vos censura desedit, non potest hoc implere privatus. Veniam igitur

eius honoris peto, cui vita impar est, impar est confidentia, cui tempora

sic repugnant, ut censuram hominum natura non quaerat.

The office of censor falls to you; a private citizen cannot fulfill it.

Therefore, I ask to be released from this office, to which my life is ill-

matched, my confidence unequal, and the times so contrary that human

nature does not strive for the censorship.

Modern scholars who have discussed this attempted revival of the censorship almost

universally agree that the account is unreliable, noting the emperor’s death in August of

112 See Syme 1968 and 1971, Barnes 1978, and Honoré 1987.

13 HA Valer. 5 — 6.
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251.114 Yet the mysterious scriptor of the Historia Augusta was most likely a
contemporary of Symmachus, and the thematic parallels within the writings of these two
authors — the deference shown by the emperor to the senate, the display of concordia
among the senators and of verecundia by their absent princeps — invite comparison
between this account and that of the late fourth-century princeps senatus.

In 397 and 398, Symmachus circulated among several of his prominent and
erudite friends copies of two recently published speeches, which had been delivered on
separate occasions within the curia and celebrated the autonomy of the Roman senate.
The more recent of these oratiunculae contested the fitness of a candidate for the urban
praetorship (ad urbanos fasces resultantem tenuit candidatum), the otherwise unknown
son of Polybius, a former proconsul of Asia who had enjoyed an unusually long tenure,
serving continuously from 380 to 390.'!> Although by the fourth century the office of
praetor was for the most part ceremonial, it was generally held by young aristocrats and
resulted in their adlection to the senate (with imperial confirmation, of course).!'® Thus,
in opposing the candidacy of Polybius’ son, the princeps senatus asserted a senatorial
prerogative revived by Constantine to deny this particular candidate entry into the order,
though for reasons regrettably unstated in any of the four pertinent letters. Not

coincidentally, Symmachus’ second oration, delivered “some time ago” (dudum, iam

114 Cf,, e.g., Syme 1971: 251 and Marcone 1987: 70.

115 Symm. Ep. 4.45 and 5.9 (quoted) are the only evidence for this individual, although Ambrose wrote a
letter of recommendation on behalf of his father to the bishops of Bordeaux and Agen (Ep. 87). Cf. Rivolta
Tiberga 1992: 107f. and Marcone 1987: 84.

116 Cf. Matthews 1975: 13 and Salzman 2002: 34.
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pridem), represents an even more forceful demonstration of senatorial independence and
auctoritas, arguing against an offer from the court to permit members of the Roman
senate to hold the title of censor once again.'!'” Yet, although ““at that time the authority of
the whole senate put this matter to flight” (quam tunc totius senatus fugavit auctoritas),
the conservative senator nevertheless felt compelled to justify to most of his recipients
what from the title of the oration alone seemed like “a rejection of ancient severity for
vice” (Nec mihi vitio vortas priscae severitatis repulsam).!'®

Symmachus’ argument for refusing the censorship revolved around its “specious”
nature and the very real risk of ambitus that attended it. In 5.9, addressed to the
influential Milanese courtier and Christian philosopher, F1. Mallius Theodorus, the
princeps senatus alludes to his rationale: “For certain things that are attractive in name
alone are extremely harmful in their experience and use” (Nam quaedam solis speciosa
nominibus usu et experiundo plurimum nocent).''® Although Symmachus requires this
particular “defender of antiquity” (vetustatis patronus) to read for himself the underlying
rationales for his opinion, he elaborates upon them in another letter, 4.29, to Protadius, a

Gallic aristocrat with literary interests, and a likely pagan, who spent most of his time in

7 Rivolta Tiberga 1992: 110 points out that the term dudum, found in Symm. Ep. 4.45, often refers to a
lengthy interval of time in the Symmachean corpus, synchronizing this letter with the iam pridem of Ep.
5.9. Itis based largely on these two temporal references that she and previous scholars link the offer to
restore the censorship to the usurpation of Eugenius.

18 Symm. Ep. 4.45 and 5.9.2.

119 PLRE 900 (27).
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Trier and southern Gaul.'?? Offering his correspondent (and us) a tantalizing glimpse of
this work, he writes:

Hanc partem: ‘quae tempestate resecata est’ totius ordinis nostri antetulit

auctoritas, ne sub specioso nomine fores inpotentiae ambire solitis

panderentur. Plures utilitatis et honestatis adsertiones in ipso corpore

orationis invenies.

The authority of our entire order preferred this passage: ““...which has

been curtailed by time,” lest under a specious pretext the gates of passion

be opened to those accustomed to solicit corruptly. You will find more

assertions of utility and honor in the body of the oration itself.!2!
Here again, Symmachus exhibits his by now characteristic concern for the dignity and
prestige of the Roman senate, which has been threatened once more by the prospect of an
excessive and shameless competition for the honor of office; but in this case, the honor
lacks substance. What he likely argued in this oration, then, is that the office of
censorship offered by the court would not have had the authority and influence of the
original republican magistracy.!?> Moreover, it was this argument in particular that seems
to have met with the unanimous approval of the senatorial order. Thus, like the fictive
times of Decius, the late fourth century was also unfavorable to restoring the title of
censor to individual senators. Yet, in contrast to the account of the Historia Augusta, in

which the modesty of Valerian diverges from a unanimous senatus consultum,

Symmachus leads an equally unified senate against a potential outbreak of unrestrained

120 PLRE 751 (1). For Protadius’ religious affiliation, see Salzman 2002: 296 n. 106.
121 Symm. Ep. 4.29.2.

122 T assume here that the relative clause, quae tempestate resecata est, modified censura in the original
context of this oration.
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behavior, and perhaps even violence (inpotentia), engendered by those who would
employ ambitus in seeking this now empty title. This princeps senatus and his peers
recognized that they would be risking the reputation and harmony of their order for what
amounted to a largely symbolic gesture from the imperial court.

Moreover, in publishing these two orations and widely circulating them for
consideration, the princeps senatus was also acting to reinforce an empire-wide
consensus among elites and foster traditional senatorial morality outside the bounds of
Rome. Thus, to Theodorus he writes, “The argument of my oration, I hope, will merit
that even a defender of antiquity such as you may lend a hand to the authority of the
order” (Merebitur, ut spero, orationis adsertio ut tu etiam vetustatis patronus auctoritati
ordinis manum porrigas).'?* In addition to this Christian native of Milan, Symmachus
distributed copies of his work to a fellow Roman, Felix, two brothers from the Gallic
aristocracy, Minervius and Protadius, and an Alexandrian, Hadrianus.!?* Although these
individuals, with the possible exception of Protadius, had attained their status by holding
important positions within the imperial bureaucracy, as lectores for the most
distinguished orator of the age, they now were also assured a place in the prestigious and
empowering cult of letters. Indeed, in his letter to Hadrianus, Symmachus informs the
senatorial bureaucrat that he had previously send his two orations to Felix and Minervius,

“men of the highest rank, possessed of the priesthood of virtues and letters” (inlustres

123 Symm. Ep. 5.9.2.

124 On Felix: PLRE 11 458 (2), Minervius: PLRE 603 (2), and Hadrianus: PLRE 406 (2).
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viros virtutum ac litterarum praeditos sacerdotio), and effectively invites him to share in
this sacerdotium.'* However, this relationship between the princeps senatus and his
readers was reciprocal: “They themselves will provide access to the volume; for they so
zealously nourish my reputation that they are unable to begrudge me the support of the
virtuous” (Ipsi voluminis copiam facient; ita enim studiose famam meam nutriunt, ut

suffragia bonorum mihi nesciant invidere).

Conclusion: Ad Legem luliam de Ambitu

During Symmachus’ tenure as princeps senatus, the first of a series of
reinterpretations of the lex lulia de ambitu was issued, in early 397, by the emperors
Honorius and Arcadius to the praefectus praetorio Orientis and consul, Fl. Caesarius.
Within this imperial constitution, the full linguistic range of ambitus (ambierit,
ambitione, ambitum) is deployed to suppress the use of “corrupt solicitation” either to
attain an office (dignitas) that granted the title of i/lustris, the highest of three senatorial
ranks, or to ascend to those offices (honores) “which are not granted except by our
judgment to men tested by us.”'2¢ The penalty for this crime was the immediate

confiscation of the perpetrator’s property and exile. Moreover, this constitution was to be

125 Symm. Ep. 7.58. For the attribution of this letter to Hadrianus, see Bonney 1975: 357 — 374.

126 CTh 9.26.1: Impp. arcadius et honorius aa. ad caesarium praefectum praetorio. si quis ad illustrem
palatii nostri ambierit dignitatem atque ad eos honores ascendere ambitione temptaverit, qui non nisi
probatis nobis viris nostro iudicio deferuntur, cuiuslibet ille sit loci ordinis dignitatis, amissis bonis et fisco
nostro protinus vindicatis deportationis multetur exilio. neque aliud inter coeptum ambitum atque
perfectum esse arbitretur, cum pari sorte leges scelus quam sceleris puniant voluntatem. dat. xiiii kal. mar.
constantinopoli caesario et attico conss.
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applied indiscriminately to the attempted (coeptum) and completed (perfectum) act,
“since the laws punish with the same penalty both the crime and the inclination
(voluntatem) behind it.” Thus, the author of this law draws a direct connection, both
linguistically and semantically, between ambitio, the act “while it is happening,” and
ambitus, the act “after it has been done,” thereby granting imperial sanction to a moral
principle shared by Symmachus and his more traditionalist peers in the Roman senate.'?’
The subsequent constitutions collected under this title in the Codex Theodosianus,
originally issued in 400, 403, and 416, sought to curb more directly the ambitions of the
rapidly expanding aristocracy of service by forbidding the iteration of offices.!?® The
first two of these laws dealt specifically with the officials who staffed the imperial
administration (officia) and, in the case of 9.26.2, the chiefs of those staffs (principatum).
In 416, however, this limitation was extended to several of the magistracies themselves,
including the governorship, the vicariate, and the consulship (proconsularem aut
vicariam potestatem vel consularitatis fasces aut vexilla praesidalia). The rationale
behind these laws is most explicitly articulated in 9.26.3, which states, “Offices that have
been held are not sought again without the detriment of laying waste to the public
good” (non absque publicae dilacerationis incommodo officia peracta repetuntur). It is
assumed both here and in 9.26.2 that an individual who was admitted more than once to

the same office had achieved his position “through backdoor petitions” to the imperial

127 See n. 11 above.

128 CTh 9.26.2 — 4.
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court (subrepticiis supplicationibus).'>® The punishment for such a transgression,
however, varies according to the law, ranging from the annulment of the appointment and
the repayment of what is owed to deportation and the confiscation of property.
Interestingly, the earliest of these constitutions is especially concerned to persuade the
primates officii of the sincerity of its penalty of deportation: “Thus the chiefs of staff,
whose interest it is to prevent improper soliciting, will not doubt that this punishment has
been set forth” (ita ut primates officii, quorum interest ambientibus obviare, hanc
propositam poenam non dubitent).

The reappearance and redefinition of ambitus in the imperial laws of this period
and the writings of Symmachus are, in fact, manifestations of the same socio-political
forces. The fourth century had witnessed an unprecedented expansion of the senatorial
aristocracy, as a growing number of positions in the civil and military administrations
conferred membership to the order.!3? Although this resulted in an increasingly
heterogeneous late Roman aristocracy, encompassing provincial elites and “barbarian”
military officers, the older families of the senate at Rome nevertheless continued to exert
a potent influence on elite identity throughout the empire.'3! Thus, even the notorious
soldier emperor, Valentinian I, sought a classical education for his son and heir, Gratian,

and arriviste aristocrats from the Gallic rhetorician, Ausonius, to the Frankish magister

129 Cf. CTh 9.26.2: ...cum publicae disciplinae semel gesta sufficiant, ac si quispiam promotorum denuo ad
id munus irrepserit...

130 Heather 1998: 188 — 191 and 195 — 197.

131 Salzman 2002: 42 — 60.
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militum, Richomeres, assiduously cultivated networks of elite amicitia and patronage that
included members of the more established Roman families.

Yet, amongst this ever more diverse and widespread elite, the hegemony of
traditional notions of nobilitas, rooted in the supposedly static and unchanging mores of
Rome’s maiores, was far from assured. Symmachus’ language of ambitus, deeply
embedded within the Roman tradition of moralizing rhetoric, participated in the wider
struggle over the definition of nobilitas that occurred during this period. In his orations
and letters, this conservative and outspoken senator maintained the classical link between
corrupt solicitation and an excessive and unseemly ambition, constructing ambitus in
opposition to the aristocratic virtues of verecundia and pudor. Moreover, ambitus is
depicted as a serious threat not only to the dignified concordia of the senate, but also to
the harmonious unanimity between the senatorial elite and the emperors that
characterized the ideal form of the Roman imperial state. Indeed, according to the Pro
Patre, this vice had played a significant role in poisoning the relationship between the
senate and the court of Valentinian I.

After the death of the emperor Theodosius in early 395, the dynamic between
court and curia changed substantially. A succession of boy emperors at Milan, usurpers
in Gaul and North Africa, and the mounting Gothic threat within the borders of the
empire necessitated an increasing reliance of the western court on the support of the
Roman senate. It is tempting, then, to view the series of laws issued during this period to

restrain ambitus and the iteration of offices as a result of pressure from members of the
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older and more traditionalist families of Rome, many of whom had also filled the offices
of the burgeoning imperial administration under the more favorable conditions following
the reign of the elder Valentinian. Regardless, the end of the fourth century and the
beginning of the fifth witnessed the restriction of office once again to those who
cherished a nescium ambiendi, effecting in Roman law what Symmachus had promoted

through his rhetoric of corruption.
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Chapter Two

The Business of Leisure:
Symmachus and the Aristocracy of Virtue

In the fall of 375, both Symmachus and his father, L. Aurelius Avianius
Symmachus, experienced a period of otium, though each under different circumstances.
While the younger Symmachus had retired into private life voluntarily following his
tenure as proconsul of Africa (373 —374), the elder had fled Rome after an angry mob
burned down his Transtiberine domus during a wine shortage.!3> Yet this is not the
version of events the young senator presents in his Pro Trygetio, a speech delivered
before the senate on January 9, 376 in which he praises his colleagues and the new
emperor, Gratian, for having recalled his father to the city. Naturally, to Symmachus,
Avianius’ behavior was wholly consistent with the traditional values of the Roman elite:

Cesserat quidem sponte ille per verecundiam paucorum facilitati, et quo
melior ad vos rediret, curarum vacuus animum litteris excolebat.

In fact, he had yielded willingly and with modesty to the recklessness of a
few, and in order that he might return to you a better man, he was
cultivating his mind through literary pursuits while free from the cares of
state.!33

132 Amm. Marc. 27.3.4; c¢f. Symm. Ep. 1.44 and 2.38. According to the account of Ammianus, “a certain
worthless commoner” (vilis quidam plebeius) had started a rumor that Avianius Symmachus had said he
preferred to use his wine to mix concrete than to sell it to the plebs at a reduced rate. For this
interpretation, see Rougé 1961: 59 — 77; cf. Plin. HN 36.181.

133 Symm. Or. 5.1. All translations are my own, unless otherwise indicated.
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It is to this period that scholarly consensus has assigned most, if not all, of Symmachus’
published correspondence with his father; and indeed, within this group of letters both
father and son present themselves as engaged in that virtuous and salutary form of elite
Roman leisure, the otium litteratum.13* However, the otium of these two aristocrats
differed in one other important respect: Avianius stayed close to Rome among the
communities of Latium, whereas his son sojourned in Campania, a region traditionally
associated with dissipation and vice. It is presumably for this reason that Symmachus
signals in the very first letter of his collection his intent to demonstrate the social utility
of his own otium by citing the second-century BC moralist Cato the Elder: “For it is
agreeable to exhibit no less consideration for leisure than business” (libet enim non minus
otii quam negotii praestare rationem).'

This passage, which found its way from the introduction of the Origines into the
works of such disparate authors as Cicero, Columella, and Justin, neatly epitomizes the
Roman elite’s preoccupation with the corrupting potential of leisure.!*¢ The word otium
itself expresses this anxiety throughout the Latin literary tradition, ranging in
signification from an honorable (honestum) and dignified (cum dignitate) withdrawal

from state affairs that was devoted to literary and philosophical activities to the pejorative

134 Symm. Ep. 1.1 — 12. For the chronology of these letters, scholars still defer to Seeck 1883: Ixxiii —
Ixxiv; cf. Bruggisser 1993: 37 — 39.

135 Symm. Ep. 1.1.2; cf. Bruggisser 1993: 51 — 54.

136 Cic. Planc. 66 and Att. 5.20.9, Columella Rust. 2.21.1, and Just. Epit. praef. 5. For general discussions
of leisure in Latin literature, see Balsdon 1960, André 1966, Laidlaw 1968, and Toner 1995.
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sense of idle and therefore wasted time.'3” Whereas the former manifestation of otium
was productive of virtus and hence created a better man, as we have seen already in the
case of the elder Symmachus, the latter, through its association with pleasures (deliciae,
voluptates), luxury (luxuria, luxus), and indolence (desidia, ignavia, inertia, languor,
segnitia), corrupted the soul and rendered the Roman male weak and effeminate.!38
Indeed, so deep was this aristocratic anxiety that the younger Seneca equated otium sine
litteris to a sort of living death.!3° The primary distinction here lies in productivity; thus,
a Roman aristocrat such as Symmachus felt compelled to provide an account (ratio) of
his otium and to assure both family and friends that his leisure, as much as his labor, bore
fruit. For, in so doing, he demonstrated the self-control (femperantia) that was essential
to elite Roman identity, legitimized his rightful inheritance of Rome’s mos maiorum, and
ultimately justified his position at the apex of the Roman social order.!40

Yet, even at its most literary and dignified, otium was always conceived as a
preparation for public life; as P. Bruggisser so eloquently puts it, “le calme des Muses
prépare au combat politiqgue.”'*! As a result, overindulgence in and an excessive desire

for otium, in the words of Catullus, rendered it molestum, seducing the elite Roman male

137 On the otium cum dignitate, see Cic. Sest. 96ff., De or. 1, and Fam. 1.9.21; cf. Wirszubski 1954 and
André 1966: 291 — 306.

138 Cic. Tusc. 5.78: sed nos umbris, deliciis, otio, languore, desidia animum infecimus, opinionibus maloque
more delenitum mollivimus.

139 Sen. Ep. 82.3: otium sine litteris mors est et hominis vivi sepultura.

140 On the connection between “private” morality and “public” conduct among the Roman elite, see
Edwards 1993, esp. 24 — 32.

141 Bruggisser 1993: 53.
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away from the masculine world of public duty and political office in the same manner
that it had previously brought about the ruin of kings and prosperous cities.!#? In this
sense, otium itself becomes a form of corruption. Symmachus inherits this attitude
toward leisure from his classical predecessors, but refashions the traditional opposition
between negotium and otium using the terminology and rhetoric of corruption in order to
valorize the former over the latter. This is most apparent in his first address to the
emperor Valentinian I, where the senatorial orator uses the moralizing discourse of leisure
to define the virtues of this soldier-emperor in terms of unremitting and incorruptible
negotium.

Although the fourth century witnessed to some extent the reemergence of the
Roman senate in the affairs of state, many of the established families of the senatorial
order nevertheless continued to pursue the traditional cursus honorum and intersperse
brief tenures in office with lengthy periods of leisure. Thus, whereas Symmachus locates
the “business” of Valentinian on the periphery of the empire, waging war against Rome’s
enemies, he and his senatorial peers passed much of their time within the peaceful and
pleasant confines of Campania, a traditional venue for elite otium. There, amidst the
corrupting and emasculating pleasures of amoenitas and luxuria, Symmachus portrays
himself and his correspondents as engaged in maintaining an otium cum dignitate

dedicated to the personal concerns and duties of their class, namely, the study of literature

142 Catull. 51.13 — 16: Otium, Catulle, tibi molestum est: / otio exsultas nimiumque gestis. / otium et reges
prius beatas / perdidit urbes. On the interpretation of this controversial passage, see especially Frank 1968
and Greene 1999.
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and writing of poetry, the exchange of letters with family and friends, and the
management of their vast estates. Through the language of self-indulgence and luxury,
then, this eloquent and influential senator sought to resolve one of the fundamental
anxieties of the traditional aristocracy of Rome by crafting an otium negotiosum suitable

to the changed (and changing) conditions of the late empire.

Otium tibi molestum est: Leisure as Corruption

Like his epistolary predecessor, Pliny the Younger, Symmachus constructs otium
as a reward earned through service to the state; accordingly, when leisure is chosen in lieu
of such service, he casts it in unambiguously pejorative terms.!#* Indeed, so important is
this sentiment to Symmachus’ literary persona that he incorporates it into the
programmatic first letter of his correspondence.'#* In this letter, the young senator
celebrates in verse the history of Bauli, a community on the far western edge of the Bay
of Naples where he resided at his wife’s villa in the fall of 375. After noting its
foundation by the divine Hercules and engaging in the traditional scholarly pursuit of
etiology, Symmachus lists three of Bauli’s “noble proprietors” (proceres dominos), Q.
Hortensius Hortalus, the famed orator and opponent of Cicero, Septimius Acyndinus, a
consul of 340, and Memmius Vitrasius Orfitus, his own father-in-law:

Huc deus Alcides stabulanda armenta coegit

143 On Pliny’s construction of otium, see Leach 2003.

144 For the most recent conclusions on the publication of Symmachus’ correspondence, see Salzman 2004:
81 — 83, and 2006: 359 — 360.
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Eruta Geryonae de lare tergemini.
Inde recens aetas corrupta boaulia Baulos
Nuncupat occulto nominis indicio.

Ab divo ad proceres dominos fortuna cucurrit,
Fama loci abscuros ne pateretur heros.
Hanc celebravit opum felix Hortensius aulam,

Contra Arpinatem qui stetit eloquio.
Hic consul clarum produxit Acindynus aevum
Quique dedit leges Orfitus Aeneadis.

Here the god Alcides brought together his flocks to be stabled,

flocks torn away from the home of the three-bodied Geryon.
As aresult, a more recent age has altered ‘Boalia’

and calls it Bauli, with a suggestive hint of its [original] name.
Fortune has descended from this god to distinguished masters,

so that this famed place not endure obscure owners.
Hortensius, fortunate in his wealth, lived in this hall,

the man who competed in eloquence against the man from Arpinum.
Here, the consul Acyndinus has led an outstanding life,

and here Orfitus [lived], who ruled over the descendents of Aeneas.!43

Fundamental to the poetic presentation of each former resident, and the primary reason
for their distinction, is their role in state affairs. Although Macrobius identifies
Hortensius as one of Cicero’s notorious piscinarii, aristocratic cultivators of fishponds
who neglected all else, Symmachus deems his wealth felix, a term that encompasses both
good fortune and productivity.'4¢ Acindynus is clarus in his consulship, a fact that

Symmachus elaborates upon in another poem earlier in this letter, while Orfitus is

145 Symm. Ep. 1.1.5; the translation is from Salzman 2004: 89. On the possible symbolism of Hercules in
this poem, see Bruggisser 1993: 60 — 77.

146 Macrob. Sat. 3.15.6: nobilissimi principes Lucullus, Philippus, et Hortensius, quos Cicero piscinarios
appellabat; cf. Cic. Att. 1.18.6, 1.19.6, 1.20.3, and 2.1.7: nostri autem principes digito se caelum putent
attingere si mulli barbati in piscinis sint qui ad manum accedant, alia autem neglegant; and Varro Rust.
3.3.10: Quis enim propter nobilitates ignorat piscinas Philippi, Hortensi, Lucullorum?
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commemorated for his two terms as urban prefect.'4” The final and current resident, of
course, is Symmachus himself, who had been elevated to “youthful glory” by his recent
tenure as proconsul of Africa in 373 (Hos inter iuvenile decus, sed honore senili, bis seno
celsus, Symmache, fasce cluis). Nevertheless, though he claims rather speciously that this
office is characteristic of an “old man,” this young senator’s time at Bauli differed from
that of his predecessors in one key aspect; he had not yet earned his leisure: “But the
lingering ease of Bauli does not yet seek you; let public service produce an ever watchful
young man” (Sed te Baulorum necdum lenta otia quaerunt,; cura habeat iuvenem publica
pervigilem). These verses, then, operate on many levels, demonstrating Symmachus’
literary skills, celebrating his family and its patrimony, and even venerating a traditional
Greco-Roman deity. But most importantly, they glorify a long-standing tradition of
senatorial negotium and Symmachus’ rightful place within it by evoking an image of
otium that is purposefully negative.

Nor did Symmachus restrict such imagery to stimulating his own zeal for public
service. In one of his many letters addressed to Virius Nicomachus Flavianus,
Symmachus expresses disbelief after hearing that his dear friend is planning a Campanian
peregrinatio from the imperial court in order to alleviate a bout of melancholy (senium).

Although Flavianus was, in fact, far from the familiar senatorial locales of Rome and

147 For Septimius Acindynus, see Symm. Ep. 1.1.2 — 3, and PLRE 11; for Memmius Vitrasius Orfitus signo
Honorius, PLRE 651. Ammianus Marcellinus judged Orfitus exceedingly skilled the law, but too deficient
in the liberal arts for an individual of his status (14.6.1). His second urban prefecture was followed by
accusations of embezzlement that resulted in temporary exile and possibly left contested the very property
in which Symmachus then resided; cf. Amm. Marc. 27.3.2 and 7.3, Symm. Ep. 9.150 and Rel. 34, and
Salzman 2006: 368f.
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Campania and bereft of family and friends, he nevertheless currently enjoyed the regard
of the emperor Theodosius (in optimi principis dignatione) and therefore possessed both
the good things of the Roman state (patriae bona) and the joys of imperial affection
(pignerum gaudia).'*® And so Symmachus concludes:

Quare abice Baianas cogitationes et virtuti infructuosam quietem. Omni
otio labor hic tuus laetior est. Amplectamur moneo sub amante militiam.

And for this reason abandon thoughts of Baiae and a repose unfruitful for

virtue. This labor of yours is more delightful than every manner of

leisure. Let us embrace service with love, I advise.
As G. A. Cecconi has noted, the chiastic structure of this passage expresses both the
virtus associated with service to the Roman state and the traditional elite tension between
otium and negotium. These, however, are not the only aristocratic sentiments apparent
here: although /abor and militia must certainly take precedence over omne otium, not all
quies was unproductive of virtue, as we have already seen. Thus, when Symmachus
exhorts Flavianus to cast off cogitationes of Baiae in particular, he does not choose his
epithet haphazardly, for this town is intimately connected within the Latin literary
tradition to the corrupting vice of luxuria. In this way, he gently yet unequivocally
reminds his friend and colleague that otium cannot be dignified if valued above negotium.

Symmachus, however, could be much more forthright.!4° In a letter addressed to

Antiochus, he abandons gentle exhortation for harsh censure, condemning his

148 Symm. Ep. 2.17; cf. Ep. 2.23 and, for the most recent summary of the scholarly debate involving this
letter, Cecconi 2002: 197f.

149 See Matthews 1986: 163 — 175, esp. 1671.
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correspondent’s longing (exoptas) to leave office and calling into question both his
Romanness and his manhood.!>® “I recognize the lack of endurance that coincides with
Greek pleasures,” he writes, “which I would like you to conceal over the whole course of
the year, and you should indeed remember that you have migrated into the tribes of
Romulus” (Agnosco inpatientiam Graecis deliciis congruentem, quam velim toto anni
orbe dissimules ac te migrasse in tribus Romuleas recorderis). Here, Symmachus draws
upon a deep-seated strain of Roman Hellenophobia that identified the Greek east as the
source of pleasure and luxury, and therefore the embodiment of mollitia.'>' Moreover, he
contends, Antiochus has yet to suffer anything worthy of complaint during his thus far
brief tenure probably as praefectus annonae:

Nondum te militares contumeliae perculerunt, nondum catervas mulierum

scissa veste fugisti, nondum ante ianuas eminentium potestatum vigilem

noctem salutator expertus es et iam delicato fastidio renuis magistratum?

Not yet have the hardships of service struck you, nor have you fled mobs

of women with clothes rent, nor have you endured a watchful night as a

visitor before the doors of prominent power brokers, and yet you now
reject your magistracy with a squeamish distaste?!3>

150 Symm. Ep. 8.41. Scholarly consensus has tentatively identified this correspondent with the Antiochus
who was appointed proconsul of Achaea by Rufinus and, in 395, granted Alaric passage into Greece; cf.
Zos. 5.5.2 — 5, with the commentary by Paschoud 1986: 89 n. 6, and PLRE 71 — 72 (7, 8, and 10). He also
received Symm. Ep. 8.74, a much more cordial missive, and is possibly the vir consularis mentioned in
Ambr. Ep. 89.

51 Edwards 1993: 92 — 97. Cf, e.g., Sall. Cat. 11.5: L. Sulla exercitum, quem in Asia ductaverat, quo sibi
fidum faceret, contra morem maiorum luxuriose nimisque liberaliter habuerat. Loca amoena, voluptaria
facile in otio ferocis militum animos molliverant.

152 For the identification of these difficulties with the office of praefectus annonae, cf. PLRE 71 (7).
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By employing the word delicatum in this highly rhetorical passage, a term that evokes an
effeminate devotion to pleasure, Symmachus amplifies the impropriety of his
correspondent’s aversion to public office and duty. Consequently, Antiochus must reform
his character, if he has the strength, and harden himself for a year or two (Commuta, si
vales, animum teque in annum vel biennium obdura). In other words, he must exchange
his effete Greek animus for a manly Roman one. This letter, then, recasts the
conventional otium/negotium dichotomy as one between Greek and Roman identity,
exploiting the traditional association of corrupting pleasures with Greek otium in order to
valorize negotium and depict it as essential to Romanitas itself.!53

Thus, it is with some irony that the figure who most embodies negotium within
the Symmachean corpus is the Pannonian emperor Valentinian I. In the first of the two
orations to this self-styled soldier emperor, the language and imagery of corruption is
prominent, enhancing Valentinian’s patientia and industria by contrasting his campaigns
against the Alamanni with both the leisured and luxurious inactivity of the rest of the
empire and a series of republican and imperial exempla who are depicted as not merely
seduced by otium but engaged in an otium sine dignitate.'>* Delivered at Trier in 369 in
honor of the emperor’s quinquennalia, Symmachus’ first laudatio takes the form of a

biographical encomium and, true to its form, devotes much of its body to the deeds

153 On otium Graecum, see Cic. Or. 108 and Sall. Ad Caes. sen. 1.9. At Sest. 110, Cicero employs
Graeculus otiosus as a term of derision.

154 Although this oration closely reflects contemporary imperial propaganda, it nevertheless conveys the

emperor’s image from a senatorial perspective; cf. Sogno 2006: 8 — 17, Humphries 1999: 117 — 126, esp.
118 — 121, and Drinkwater 1999, esp. 132f.
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(gesta) of its subject.'>> According to the then young senator and orator, after entrusting
the east to his brother and imperial colleague, Valens, Valentinian swiftly (raptim)
crossed the Rhine to campaign against the Alamanni and “defend from the shame of past
idleness provinces abandoned by the luxury of previous generations” (provincias luxu
superiorum deditas veteris ignaviae pudore defendens).'>® In drawing a distinction here
between the luxus and ignavia of the “civilized” provinces of the empire and the warlike
and “semi-barbarous” banks (inpacati Rheni semibarbarae ripae) of the Roman
periphery, Symmachus alludes to an old tenet of Roman imperialism that connected the
segnitia that inevitably accompanied otium to a loss of virtus, and the voluptates
associated with humanitas to servitus.'>’

Valentinian, on the other hand, exhibited the martial virtue of a younger Rome
uncorrupted by eastern decadence and riches: “Immediately on the march, at once into
battle and, at the forefront, the imperial purple; and the royal court in winter tents, sleep
under the sky, drink from the river, the tribunal in the field” (statim itinera, statim proelia
et primus in acie purpuratus, et regalis aula sub pellibus, somnus sub caelo, potus e
fluvio, tribunal in campo). Although the emperor himself is familiar with this sort of
austerity and self-control by virtue of his military service, Symmachus maintains, “these

things are certainly new to the empire” (haec imperio quidem nova). This, in fact,

155 Symm. Or. 1.14 — 23. On this particular form of epideictic oratory, see Quint. 3.7.10 — 18.
156 Symm. Or. 1.14.

157 Cf. Tac. Agr. 11.4 and 21, and, for the enervating effects of simply bordering on the Roman state, Caes.
BG 1.1.3 and 6.24. The semibarbarae ripae also appear in Jer. Ep. 3.5.
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elevates Valentinian to the status of a living exemplum of the imperial office, a role
befitting a “real man” (vir).!3® Furthermore, by establishing his court on the frontier in
Gaul, “where the destruction of the entire state lay” (qua totius rei publicae ruina
vergebat), Valentinian demonstrated that he was capable of resisting the charms of
Roman humanitas, no slight indication of his virtus and patientia.'>® He chose as his lot
only difficulties (solas difficultates), eschewing “so many provinces, some charming in
their location and others peacefully pleasant, either extraordinary in the grandeur of their
cities or overflowing in their multitude of peoples” (tot provincias partim situ amoenas
partim pace iucundas aut urbium maiestate mirabiles aut populorum copiis redundantes).

From a dichotomy of space, Symmachus turns next to a dichotomy of time,
contrasting Valentinian’s immediate and persistent adherence to the affairs of state with a
series of exemplary yet problematic figures from Rome’s past. He begins with a series of
three republican exempla renowned for their military prowess yet infamous in their
luxuria. The legendary general, P. Cornelius Scipio Africanus, “should boast of
Carthaginian plunder, but strayed in Sicily for a long while, dressed in a pallium” (iactet
se Punicis Africanus exuviis, sed diu in Sicilia palliatus erravit), a type of garb associated
with Greeks generally and philosophers more specifically.'®® Although Cicero had

depicted the elder Scipio in his De Officiis as commendable in his otium, a great and wise

158 Symm. Or. 1.14: Docuisti magis fortunam regiam, quid virum facere conveniret, quam didicisti ab ea,
quid imperatores ante fecissent. This passage may also be an example of political doublespeak, both
praising and criticizing Valentinian’s lack of education; see Bartsch 1994, esp. chs. 4 and 5.

159 Symm. Or. 1.15.

160 Symm. Or. 1.16; cf. del Chicca 1984: 166, and Pabst 1989: 135f.
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man accustomed “in leisure to ponder business” (in otio de negotiis cogitare) in the quiet
seclusion of his villa at Liternum, Symmachus draws upon quite a different historical
tradition surrounding the victor of Zama.'¢! According to Livy, an author with whom
Symmachus seems to have been especially familiar, a faction within the senate had
accused Scipio of immoral conduct while gathering troops in Sicily.!6> His behavior was
“not even soldierly let alone Roman” (non Romanus modo sed ne militaris quidem) and
included strolling about the gymnasium in a pallium and sandals, immersing himself in
literature, and exercising at the palaestra. Worse yet, the pleasant atmosphere
(amoenitas) of Syracuse and the laxity (/icentia) of their general had supposedly
corrupted the entire army as well. Although Scipio ultimately acquitted himself of these
charges, Livy nevertheless admits that there was some truth to them (partim vera partim
mixta eoque similia veris).'%3

Symmachus then cites the frustrated campaigns of L. Licinius Lucullus against
both the resilient king of Pontus and his own character flaw, his excessive greed for
money (pecuniae cupido).'%* This noteworthy general, too, “should revel in the spoils of

Mithridates, but almost a victor, he languished a long time in Pontic

161 Cic. Off. 3.1 — 4; see also Sen. Ep. 86.5, which depicts Scipio Africanus as worn out from cultivating the
land himself in accordance with the mos maiorum (...abluebat corpus laboribus rusticis fessum. Exercebat
enim opere se terramque, ut mos fuit priscis, ipse subigebat).

1621 jv. 29.19 — 22; see also Liv. Per. 29, and Val. Max. 3.6. On Symmachus and Livy, see Pecere 1986 and
Hedrick 2000: 69 — 71 and 171 — 213, esp. 177 — 183; cf. Symm. Ep. 4.18.5 and 9.13.

163 Tnterestingly, the account of the Periochae completely dismisses these charges as falsus rumor.

164 Vell. Pat. 2.33; see also Dio Cass. 36.14.3, and, more generally, Plut. Luc.
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luxury” (Mithridaticis spoliis Lucullus exultet, sed diu in Pontico luxu paene uictor
elanguit). The extant historiographical tradition portrays Lucullus as something of a
tragic figure, robbed of his victory in Asia by the ambitions of Pompey and subsequently
undone by his own leisured excess. Indeed, Velleius Paterculus ascribes to this otherwise
great man (summus alioqui vir) the extravagant luxury in building, banquets, and
furnishings that characterized the early empire (profusae huius in aedificiis
convictibusque et apparatibus luxuriae primus auctor fuit). Symmachus, however,
rhetorically reverses historical causality in this exemplum, tfaulting Ponticus luxus for
Lucullus’ military failure.

Lastly, in a tale too familiar to require much discussion, the triumvir M. Antonius
“should parade the trophies of the east, but, among Egyptian wedding torches, he
abandoned himself to queenly love” (Orientis tropaea ostentet Antonius, sed inter
Aegyptias taedas regio amore diffluxit).

Through these three legendary figures, Symmachus succinctly maps the
corruption of republican military virtus, first by otium Graecum, then by eastern luxuria,
and finally by an amor that is both Egyptian and “regal.” Nevertheless, the orator points
out:

Hi sunt illi triumfales viri, delicatis negotiis frequentibus occupati,
amoena litorum terrarumque opima sectantes.
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These men are well known for their triumphs, though occupied by the
frequent business of pleasure, eagerly pursuing coastal charms and the
spoils of the earth.!6
Valentinian, by contrast, delays his well-deserved triumph in order to continue his
military service on behalf of Rome (inter tot milia laurearum nondum digrederis ad
triumphum).
Proceeding chronologically, Symmachus next provides four exempla from
imperial history, the “next age” (proxima aetas):
Ecce Baias sibi Augustus a continuo mari vindicat et molibus Lucrinis
sumptus laborat imperii; Tiberius in deversoriis insularum natans et
navigans adoratur, Pius otia Caietana persequitur, in Lycio et Academia
remissior Marcus auditur.
Behold! Augustus claims Baiae as his own from the unbroken sea and the
expense of empire toils for the works at Lake Lucrinus; Tiberius is revered
while swimming and sailing among his island lodgings; Antoninus Pius
pursues leisure at Caieta; in the Lyceum and the Academy a more relaxed
Marcus Aurelius is heard.
Conspicuously absent from this passage are any overt references to the specific military
endeavors Symmachus so explicitly includes in his republican exempla. In the case of
Augustus, the orator alludes to the operation against Sextus Pompey and Agrippa’s

construction of naval works at the Portus Iulius, but the language betrays a polemical

intent.!®¢ Symmachus locates Augustus at the notorious resort town of Baiae, which the

165 Pabst 1989: 136 n. 88 notes the ironic juxtaposition of delicatis and negotiis, as well as the implied
double meaning of opima, which frequently modifies spolia to refer to the arms taken from one general by
another and, more generally, to combat.

166 Del Chicca 1984: 171f. and Pabst 1989: 135f. n. 87. For the building program of Octavian and M.
Agrippa in the region of Campania, cf. Suet. Aug. 16 and Vell. Pat. 2.79.2.
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princeps had claimed specifically for himself (sibi), and discusses his spending (sumptus)
at a lake celebrated more for its oyster beds than its effectiveness as a harbor.!¢’

As regards the rest of these historical figures, no attempt at all is made to alleviate
an unmitigated dedication to leisure through reference to their activities on behalf of the
Roman state. More recent commentators on the first laudatio have perceived a double
reference in Symmachus’ Tiberius, to both his infamous retreat on Capri and his earlier
forced retirement at Rhodes.!%® Of Antoninus Pius’ activities at Caieta, nothing is known
other than his restoration of the local port.'® This community, however, shared in the
enticing amoenitas of coastal Latium and Campania, and was connected to neighboring
Formiae through an unbroken series of luxury villas. Indeed, Cicero’s De Oratore
establishes Caieta among the earliest locations of these villae maritimae, associating it
with the relaxatio of Scipio Africanus and C. Laelius; there, and at Laurentum, these two
“distinguished men” (tales viri) used to collect shells and indulge in complete mental
relaxation and play (ad omnem animi remissionem ludumque descendere).'’°
Symmachus’ last example shifts the setting of his rhetorically constructed otium from the

loca amoena of Italy to the Greek philosophical centers of the Lyceum and the Academy

167 The Portus Iulius was abandoned shortly after the conflict with Sextus Pompey in favor of the harbor at
Misenum; cf. D’Arms 1970: 135 — 138. For the negative connotations of sumptus, see, e.g., Dio Cass.
48.49.11f. and Sall. Cat. 13.

168 Del Chicca 1984: 172 and Pabst 1989: 136 n. 87, based largely on the term adoratur; cf. Vell. Pat.
2.99.4 and Suet. Tib. 12.2.

169 HA Ant. Pius 8.3. HA Marc. 19.7, however, alleges that Antoninus’ daughter, Faustina, the wife of
Marcus Aurelius, selected lovers from the sailors and gladiators while at Caieta.

170 Cic. De or. 2.22.
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through the figure of Marcus Aurelius. While among the Roman elite devotion to Greek
learning was considered admirable under certain circumstances, the orator describes this
philosopher emperor as remissior, a term that encompasses both relaxation and
negligence.!”! Marcus Aurelius too, it seems, had been seduced by that immoderate
otium Graecum which had, for a time, detained the elder Scipio from his Punic spoils.

In contrast to these carefully chosen and crafted historical exempla, each devoted
to their own particular manifestation of otium, Symmachus fashions Valentinian as the
embodiment of not only the Roman virtues of patientia and industria, but also the elite
Roman ethos of negotium and officium:

Tibi nullae sunt feriae proeliorum, maximeque hoc in Galliis delegisti,
quod hic non licet otiari. Tibi nullas necessitas remittit indutias.

For you, there are no holidays from battles, and you have chosen this in

Gaul especially, because here there is no liberty to be at leisure. For you,

necessity affords no armistice.!”?
In contrast to the amoenitas enjoyed by his predecessors, this emperor established his
reign “where heaven and earth are equally chilling, under dense cloud cover, in perpetual
cold, among a fierce enemy, and with emptiness as far as the eye can see” (ubi caelo et
terris horror aequalis est, sub crassa nube iugi frigore feroci hoste latissima vastitate).

Indeed, in a masterful turn of rhetoric, Symmachus claims that Valentinian is so dedicated

to defending the empire from the external threat of the Alamanni, a communis hostis, that

171 According to HA Marc. 20.3, Marcus Aurelius himself felt that his co-emperor, L. Verus, seemed
“somewhat negligent” (remissior). Cf. Aur. Vict. Caes. 14.5, Pan. Lat. 12(2).13.2, and Cic. Orat. 320.

172 Symm. Or. 1.16. Note the no doubt intentional use of remittere here, enhancing the contrast between
the industrious Valentinian and the remissior Marcus Aurelius of the previous exemplum.
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he had decided against helping his own brother during the dangerous usurpation of
Procopius (365 — 366), which the orator portrays as a personal misfortune (casus tui) and
slight (tuae iniuriae) that had provoked a private enmity (odium privatum).'”® This
soldier emperor, however, did more through the proper and judicious execution of his
duty to the Roman state than serve as an imperial exemplum; he also enabled the rest of
the empire to live in peace and leisure: ““You deny yourself the rest that you preserve for

others” (Quietem tibi negas, quam ceteris praestas).'’

The Siren Song of Campania: Amoenitas and Luxuria

As Symmachus wrote in his first oration of the many provinces “charming in their
location” (situ amoenae) that Valentinian had passed over in favor of the inhospitable
Rhine border, he no doubt had foremost in mind those places most familiar to individuals
of his class, the coastal regions of Latium and Campania. The Latin literary tradition
frequently describes the topography and villae maritimae of these locales in terms of
amoenitas, a word that encompasses the visual enjoyment derived from both a beautiful
land- or seascape and the artificial structures that took advantage of such surroundings.!”3
Symmachus perpetuates this association in his letters, attributing this quality to the

seaside resort of Formiae and coastal Campania, as well as the hilltop villas of Tibur.!7®

173 Symm. Or. 1.17 — 22.
174 Symm. Or. 1.16.
175 Cf. D’Arms 1970: 45 — 48 and 126 — 133.

176 Formiae: Symm. Ep. 6.77; Campania: 1.5.1, 8.23.3, and 8.25; and Tibur: 7.15.
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Some among the Roman elite, however, felt that there was danger amid so much charm
and pleasantness. In his De re publica, Cicero cites among the corrupting influences
intrinsic to maritime cities not only the many pernicious incentives to luxury, but also
amoenitas itself, which “holds many lavish and sloth-inducing enticements of the
passions.”!”7 The younger Seneca connects this particular breed of corruption to
Campania specifically during the course of his epistolary attack on Baiae: “Too much
loveliness emasculates minds and, without a doubt, a region is able to corrupt one’s vigor
to some extent” (Effeminat animos amoenitas nimia nec dubie aliquid ad corrumpendum
vigorem potest regio).'’® Symmachus inherits this facet of the classical tradition as well,
depicting an explicit correlation between the bountiful pleasures afforded by amoenitas,
the licentiousness of /uxuria, and unproductive idleness. This particular aspect of his
rhetoric of corruption centers on privata negotia and officia, especially those concerns
that arise from obligations to family and friends, and ultimately to the public image and
social status of the senatorial order as a whole. Thus, within his correspondence,
Symmachus (re)fashions the traditional aristocratic venue of Campania as a locus
amoenus, drawing upon both the natural beauty of the region and its mythological and
historical past in order to elevate the elite struggle for an otium cum dignitate to the level

of epic.

177 Cic. Rep. 2.8: Multa etiam ad luxuriam invitamenta perniciosa civitatibus subpeditantur mari, quae vel
capiuntur vel inportantur, atque habet etiam amoenitas ipsa vel sumptuosas vel desidiosas inlecebras
multas cupiditatum. This sentiment can be traced back to P1. Leg. 704d — 705b.

178 Sen. Ep. 51.10.
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Reflections of this struggle appear early on in Symmachus’ correspondence,
forming part of his epistolary image of filial piety. Specifically, in Epistle 1.5, the young
senator dutifully subordinates the “charms” (amoena) of Campania to both his desire to
join his father in retirement (secessio) at Praeneste and his management of family
property throughout the region. Written in response to Avianus’ “sweet
complaint” (dulcis querella) against his recent epistolary silence, Symmachus vindicates
himself by noting his efforts on behalf of the res familiaris. “But the patrimony is
deteriorating,” he writes, “and we must attend to it in every place” (Sed res familiaris
inclinat et nobis usque quaque visenda est). Indeed, as J.-P. Callu has noted, the travels
that Symmachus describes within this and several other letters to his father — Bauli, the
Lucrine Lake, Baiae, Naples, Beneventum, and Baiae again — resemble a tour of
inspection far more than a pleasure voyage.!” Naturally, the young senator maintains
that his aim is not profit, an unseemly motive for Roman aristocrats of all periods, but to
sustain the fertility of the land (non ut quaestuum summa ditescat, sed ut spes agri
voluntariis dispendiis fulciatur). In contrast with this activity, Symmachus juxtaposes
both his father’s Praenestine secessio and the appeal of his own Campanian surroundings:

Quam vellem deliciis vestris inprovisus obrepere! Licet Campaniae

amoena praeniteant, mihi tamen esset adcommodatius agitare vobiscum et

spiraculis regionis illius aestivam flagrantiam temperare.

How I wish to steal upon your pleasures unforeseen! Although the
pleasant locales of Campania may be attractive, it would be more

179 Callu 1972: 70 n. 2.
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appropriate for me to spend time with you and temper the heat of the
summer in the vents of that region. 80

In this way, Symmachus is able to emphasize simultaneously his affection for his father
and his devotion to his duty as the son of a prominent senatorial family.

Historically, the beauty and pleasures of Campania posed a threat to the virtuous
conduct and reputations of elite Roman women as well. This was especially true of
Baiae, where, according to Varro, old men became boys, boys became girls, and maidens
became “loose” (communes, literally, “common to several” or “to all”).!8! Among the
poets, Propertius described the shores of this resort town as “hostile to chaste
girls” (castis inimica puellis), while Martial satirized a fictitious Laevina, exceedingly
chaste and stern, who came to Baiae a Penelope but departed a Helen, having left her
husband for a younger man.'®? Symmachus, on the other hand, draws upon this tradition
in Epistle 6.67 to enhance the image of his daughter, casting her as a paragon of womanly
probitas and a credit to her family (both old and new) even while surrounded by the
notorious enticements of this region.

Initially, this letter functions as an expression of Symmachus’ delight in his

daughter’s birthday gift. Yet this “splendid token” of her spinning (opimum lanificii tui

180 Symm. Ep. 1.5.1.

181 Varro Sat. Men. fr. 44: quod non solum innubae fiunt communes, sed etiam veteres repuerascunt et multi
pueri puellascunt; cf. Sen. Controv. 1.2.5, where communis locus serves as a euphemism for a brothel.

182 Prop. 1.2.29; Mart. 1.62: Casta nec antiquis cedens Laevina Sabinis / et quamvis tetrico tristior ipsa
viro /

dum modo Lucrino, nodo se demittit Averno,

/ et dum Baianis saepe fovetur aquis, /

incidit in flammas.: iuvenemque secuta relicto / coniuge Penelope venit, abit Helene.
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monumentum) has demonstrated not only her love for her father, but also her “matronly
industry” (industria matronalis). Such conduct, Symmachus notes, is characteristic of
the “women of old” (priscae feminae), whom “an age barren of pleasures” (deliciarum
sterile saeculum) once bid to attend to the distaff and loom (colo et telis). However,
while these women were aided in their virtue by the absence of enticement (inlecebra
cessante), even the close proximity of Baiae could not draw his daughter away from her
“diligence in a sober task™ (curam sobrii operis). He continues:

Renuntias stagna verrentibus et residens aut obambulans inter pensa et
foragines puellarum has solas arbitraris sexus tui esse delicias.

You renounce those who ply the lakes and, sitting or walking among the

daily allotments of wool and the dividing threads of the girls, you think

that these alone are the pleasures of your sex.
Thus, against a rhetorical echo of the sordid activities traditionally associated with the
baths of Baiae, Symmachus constructs his daughter as the overseer of an operation that
resembles an imperial gynaeceum.'®> Within this setting she alternated between
supervising and working with the female slaves of her household to spin and weave
garments.'8* This epistolary portrait of feminine cura and industria evokes a set of
values with roots as far back as Homer, and renders its subject a far better Penelope than

Martial’s Laevina. Moreover, in a potent example of Roman patriarchal ideology, such

comportment made this particular aristocratic woman worthy of both her father’s love

183 For this interpretation, see Callu 2002: 39 (169) n. 2. On the gynaecea, see Jones 1964: 836f.

184 See also Symm. Ep. 6.40.2, where Symmachus’ daughter is involved in manufacturing clothing for
Memmius’ praetorian games.
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and her husband, the younger Nicomachus Flavianus; for the perfection of her spouse
(illius perfectio adventicia) worked in conjunction with her “native virtue” (tua probitas
genuina) to bring Symmachus himself equal parts praise and pleasure (aeque nobis laus
et voluptas).'®> By drawing upon classical associations between Baiae and corruption,
then, Symmachus fashions his daughter as an ideal Roman matrona and, therefore, a
source of honor for both families.!®¢ More than this, however, his daughter demonstrates
a sturdier virtue than her legendary predecessors, since she is able to fulfill her duty to
both father and husband in the face of such enticements.

As hinted at above in my discussion of Epistle 1.5, the exchange of letters was
itself considered a duty among the Roman elite, and in an empire of such geographic
magnitude, it played a vital role in not only family affairs but also the aristocratic
institution of amicitia. A cessation of letters between friends required an explanation, and
a silence born of idleness or worse, entered into willingly, was perceived as an insult to
one’s honor.!87 Thus, in a letter to Petronius and Patruinus, two brothers of influence
within the palatine administration, Symmachus is anxious not to appear “lukewarm” in
his concern for the duties of friendship (ne videatur apud me officiorum familiarium cura
tepuisse).'3® He asks that, “if ever my epistolary activity should cease for too lengthy an

interval, you attribute the cause of my silence not to my wishes or idleness, but to public

185 Cf. Marcone 1983: 150, and Salzman 2004: 91f.
186 For male and female honor in the context of the Roman family, see Lendon 1997: 45f.
187 On the relationship between honor and power in the Roman world, see Lendon 1997, esp. ch. 2.

188 Symm. Ep. 7.119.
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affairs” (si quando epistularum mearum usus intervallo longiore cessaverit, causam
silentii non voluntati aut desidiae meae sed occupationibus adplicetis). The same
sentiment is found in his correspondence with the Christian Neoplatonist and future
consul (of 399), Flavius Mallius Theodorus: “Recently having returned to Rome, I have
deviated from my habit of writing not so much from idleness as from

occupation” (Proxime Romam regressus a scribendi consuetudine non tam desidia quam
occupatione descivi).'%® In the case of the former letter, J.-P. Callu speculates that
Symmachus’ occupatio corresponds to his efforts in the senate during the revolt of the
Moorish comes Africae, Gildo, in 397/8.1° In the latter, Symmachus explicitly states that
he is preparing for his consulship of 391 and specifies a Roman setting for his activities
in the letter’s introduction. Amid the leisured amoenitas of Campania, however, the
temptation to desidia and luxuria was much greater and a lack of communication
therefore more difficult to justify.

In Epistle 8.25, probably sent to the erudite Ceionius Rufius Albinus, Symmachus
forestalls an accusation of epistolary neglect stemming from his peregrinatio in the fall of
396:

Credo arbitreris circumsessum me Campaniae amoenitatibus scribendi ad

te hactenus neglegentem fuisse. Non est ea fortuna horum locorum, ut

seriam curam sepeliant voluptates. Insolitis omnia necessitatibus strepunt

et oneri cessere deliciae. Quare negotium pro otio repperi nec possum
facile ad haec amicitiae munia animum retorquere.

189 Symm. Ep. 5.15.

190 Callu 2002: 106 n. 1. Symmachus obtained on behalf of Stilicho a senatus consultum declaring Gildo
hostis publicus; cf. Symm. Ep. 4.5, as well as Sogno 2006: 84, and Matthews 1975: 264 —270.
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I believe you are of the opinion that I have been so negligent in writing to

you because I was surrounded by the charms of Campania. The good

fortune of these places is not such that pleasures bury serious concern.

Everything resounds with unusual obligations and delights have given way

to the burden of work. And for that reason, I have again found business

instead of leisure and am not easily able to return my attention to these

duties of friendship.!°!
From the very start of this letter, Symmachus draws his correspondent into a shared world
of senatorial values and assumptions (Credo arbitreris). As a fellow traditionalist and a
member of the venerable gens C(a)eionia, Albinus would have known well the allure of
Campania through both his personal experience and literary endeavors. However,
Symmachus quickly dispels the notoriety of this region by fashioning within it an
atmosphere of noblesse oblige. In this instance, J.-P. Callu argues, the necessitates are
twofold; the construction of an aqueduct at Caieta and, what was a more serious concern,
the continuing grain shortage caused by the delay of the African fleet.!®> Under these
circumstances, Campanian amoenitas and its voluptates and deliciae could offer no
respite to this dutiful aristocrat, who, even in leisure, exhibits an abiding concern not only

for the public welfare and the business of the state, but for the duties of friendship as

well.

191 Although Macrobius portrays Ceionius Rufius Albinus as one of the learned speakers at his Saturnalia,
this is the only letter between this individual and Symmachus within the extant correspondence; cf. PLRE
37 (15).

192 Callu 2002: 125 (191) n. 2. For the aqueduct at Caieta, cf. Symm. Ep. 9.111, 125, and 131; and Roda

1981a: 247. Symmachus discusses the tardiness of the grain fleet in Ep. 7.68, and his efforts to transport
grain from Apulia to Campania in Ep. 6.12. Calm was not restored until the spring of 397; cf. Ep. 6.47.
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Although Campania may not have been completely impervious to the necessitates
and negotia that occupied Rome’s elite, it was far more often associated with relaxation,
especially of the mind. Thus, Symmachus was able to write with confidence to the elder
statesman, Vettius Agorius Praetextatus, “No doubt you had withdrawn to Baiae for the
sake of lightening your mind” (Certe levandi animi causa Baias concesseratis).'**> But
this state of mental relaxation was not to be confused with idleness or sloth. In this
regard, too, Campania could serve as a foil; for any Roman senator who had been
properly educated was easily able to convert the historical and mythological associations
of this region into a form of cultural capital that not only demonstrated the literary
pretensions of both himself and his correspondent, but also imparted value to senatorial
otium. This rhetorical practice appears early in Symmachus’ correspondence in another
letter to Practextatus.!®* Here the young senator playfully evokes the historical and
mythological tradition of Campania’s corrupting atmosphere in order to chastise this
“defender of old-fashioned integrity” (antiquae probitatis adsertor) for not writing and
enhance the devotion of his “comrade” (consors) to the virtuous and dignified otium
litteratum.'® He begins by alternately contrasting and reconciling his own duty as a

member of the college of pontifices maiores Vestae with Praetextatus’ repose at Baiae:

193 Symm. Ep. 1.47.
194 Symm. Ep. 1.46.

195 The language here is from Symmachus’ official report to the emperors as urban prefect on the death of
Praetextatus, Rel. 10.1 and 3.
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Silentii nostri ratio diversa est, sed unus effectus. Me inpedit pontificalis
officii cura, te Baiani otii neglegentia. Neque enim minus residem facit
remissio animi quam occupatio.

The rationale behind our silence is different, but the outcome is the same.
The administration of my priestly office impedes me, the carelessness of
Baian leisure you. For the relaxation of the mind produces no less
inactivity than does employment.

Thus, Symmachus reiterates the basic tension in elite correspondence that he addresses in
Epistles 7.119 and 5.15 mentioned above, that is, that otium and negotium manifest
themselves in much the same way in the operation of amicitia. However, while the
younger senator again justifies his own silence by evoking a higher officium, it is the
geographical locale of Praetextatus’ otium that offers in this case at least a potential
explanation for his failure to uphold his epistolary duty:

Nec mirum, si te illa ora totum sibi vindicat, cum ipsum Hannibalem fides

certa sit bello invictum manus dedisse Campaniae. Non illius caeli aut

soli illecebram retinax advenarum lotos arbor aequaverit et suada Circae
pocula et tricinium semivolucrum puellarum.

It would be no wonder, if that shore should claim you wholly for itself,
since it is a proven fact that Hannibal himself, unbeaten in war,
surrendered his troops to Campania. Neither the lotus tree, that snare of
strangers, nor the persuasive draughts of Circe, nor the trio of half-bird
girls could equal the allure of that climate or land.

Yet, Symmachus insists, it is not the charms and seductive past of the Campanian coast
that occupy this elder senator and sage, but a solitude that affords him the freedom to
indulge in the intellectual pursuits that were central to his public persona:

Neque ego te pingues ferias agere contendo aut virtutem puto friguisse

deliciis. Sed dum tibi legis, tibi scribis et urbanarum rerum fessus
ingentem animum solitudine domas, amicitiarum munia nullus exequeris.
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Nor do I maintain that you pursue a comfortable leisure or think that your

virtue has grown cold from delights. But while you read and write for

your own benefit and tame your vast intellect in solitude, exhausted from

civic affairs, you fail to carry out the duties of friendship.

In this way, Symmachus is able to manipulate the ubiquitous tension between amoenitas,
otium, and amicitia in order to maintain a balance between his own devotion to the
amicitiarum munia and Praetextatus’ well-earned otium litteratum.

Lastly, Symmachus fashions the amoenitas and luxuria of coastal Latium and
Campania as threats to a senator’s duty to his class and, ultimately, to Roman society as a
whole. This can be seen most distinctly in Epistle 8.23 to Marcianus.'?® The topic
(Umdbeois) of this self-consciously lengthy letter (paginae longioris) is Symmachus’
peregrinatio to the region of Campania in the spring of 396 with his daughter and son-in-
law, the younger Nicomachus Flavianus. The trip commenced from the family villa at
Formiae, the principium voluptatum, where he spent several days (plusculos dies) before
setting out. As in his correspondence with Praetextatus and Attalus, Symmachus again
draws upon the mythological tradition of the region, in this case to enhance his own
virtuous self-control. This civitas, he recalls, had once been inhabited by the

Laestrygones, the cannibal giants of the Odyssey: “We have read that these beings

indulged their bellies and appetites to the point of hateful savagery” (Hos ventri et gulae

196 Marcianus also received Ep. 8.9, 54, 58, and 73, and seems to have been the same individual on whose
behalf Symmachus had requested the intervention of Ambrose after the usurpation of Eugenius (Ep. 3.33).
For this letter specifically, as well as Symmachus’ wider views on travel, see Salzman 2004: 81 — 94, esp.

87 —-92.
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usque ad feritatis invidiam legimus obsecutos)."”’ In stark contrast to this barbarous
excess, Symmachus was “sparing of pleasures” (deliciae parcus), delaying his journey
only for the healthfulness of the climate and the chill of the waters (caeli salubritate et
aquarum frigore). Having then sailed from Formiae to Cumae, the elder statesman now
divides his time between his own estate in Bauli and the villa of the Nicomachi at the foot
of the mons Gaurus and finds himself continually abounding in friends (amicorum
subinde mihi adfluentium largiter est). Within this environment too, however,
Symmachus felt it necessary to exhibit confidence in the dignity and gravity of his otium:

Non vereor ne me lascivire in tanta locorum amoenitate et rerum copia
putes. Ubique vitam agimus consularem et in Lucrino serii sumus.

I do not fear that you think I am frolicking in the exceeding pleasantness

of these places and among such abundance. Everywhere we go we lead a

consular life and on the Lucrine Lake we maintain our austerity.
Moreover, in a startling and rhetorically effective breach of elite verecundia, the senator
outlines precisely the sort of behavior he sought to avoid: “There is no music on my
yachts, no gluttony at my banquets, no frequent trips to the baths, nor any shameless
young swimmers” (nullus in navibus canor, nulla in conviviis helluatio, nec frequentatio

balnearum nec ulli iuvenum procaces natatus). Although this passage is strongly

evocative of classical depictions of the Bay of Naples and Baiae in particular,

197 Cf. Hom. Od. 10.80 — 132. Since the Greek tradition places the Laestrygones on Sicily (see, e.g., Thuc.
6.2.1), Symmachus must have done his reading on this subject primarily in Latin.
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Symmachus nevertheless concludes, “Know this, that in the case of luxury, the fault does
not lie in the place” (Scias nullum esse in luxuria crimen locorum).%8

In many ways, this letter epitomizes how the late Roman senatorial elite
constructed and used the corruption of “private” life as a tool for fashioning the self and
reinforcing the social hierarchy. It locates leisure and its corruption in traditional elite
venues; it fashions these locales and corruption itself using terminology and imagery
garnered from a traditional elite education; and, perhaps most importantly, it reinforces
the traditional connection between personal conduct, social status, and high office. In the
period that followed the death of Valentinian I, an emperor notorious for favoring his
fellow military officers and Pannonians in high office, the Roman senate had witnessed a
resurgence in influence and greater access to publica negotia. However, in the mindset of
Rome’s traditional elite, this development at the same time increased the importance of
upholding privata negotia and preserving a dignified otium. Hence, in a letter to the
Spaniard Euphrasius written during Symmachus’ preparations for his son’s praetorian
games, the elder statesman draws upon a Ciceronian justification for the deliberate
extravagance of this affair:

Scis enim pro tua sapientia magnae urbis magistratibus angustos animos

non convenire. Hoc etiam Tullius tuus praecipit luxum in privatis negotiis

arguens, in publicis magnificentiam probans.

For you know in accordance with your wisdom that parsimonious
dispositions are not becoming for the magistrates of a great city. This your

198 Cf. Cic. Cael. 35 and 49, and Sen. Ep. 51.4 — 6, and 12.
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Cicero also advises, denouncing luxury in private affairs but commending
magnificence in public.!®

Thus, among the traditional senatorial aristocracy of the fourth century, as much as
among their republican predecessors, the avoidance of luxury in private life and the
provision of generous benefactions for the Roman public were two sides of the same
coin. Indeed, this classical dictum was particularly pertinent in a Rome that lacked an
imperial presence, where individual senators once again sponsored public games and
spectacles, and the urban prefect had assumed the absent emperor’s responsibilities in the
administration of the city.?° Yet with the revival of Rome as a “senatorial city” came a
corresponding revival of elite anxieties about the proper use of material wealth. One
facet in particular of a senator’s life that defied this Ciceronian dichotomy, however, was

his duty to care for the extensive lands and copious villas that comprised his patrimony.

Morbus fabricatoris: Luxury and the Patrimony

Throughout his epistolary corpus, Symmachus demonstrates an intimate
knowledge of the construction activities on his numerous properties, as well as a keen

interest in those being conducted by his correspondents.??! Nor was he alone in this, for

199 Symm. Ep. 4.60.3. Callu 1982: 141 and Marcone 1987: 96 attribute this sentiment to Cic. Flac. 28, but
there are stronger verbal links in Mur. 76: Odit populus Romanus privatam luxuriam, publicam
magnificentiam diligit; non amat profusas epulas, sordis et inhumanitatem multo minus, distinguit
rationem officiorum ac temporum, vicissitudinem laboris ac voluptatis.

200 See Chenault 2008, esp. 71 — 81, 138 — 150, and 162 — 176.
201 Salzman 2006: 357 — 375 emphasizes the centrality of material wealth to Symmachus’ literary persona,

in particular his “explicit focus on his property as his patrimony” within the eleven letters to his father. For
a sampling of letters on private construction, see McGeachy 1942: 144f.
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the late Roman elite as a whole invested much time and travel in maintaining and
embellishing their estates.??2 This, of course, should come as no surprise, since, within
the context of the very public private lives of Rome’s senatorial aristocracy, houses and
villas served “both as a means of displaying status, wealth and taste and as a place in
which much of the business of political life was transacted.”? Yet, at the same time, the
Latin literary tradition is rife with invective against excessive building, associating such
overindulgence most frequently with the vice of /uxuria and condemning it as a
perversion of both the natural and social orders.2** For the house of a Roman aristocrat
also reflected his own self-conception and communicated his social and political
ambitions, and if that reflection did not accord with the expectations of the community, it
was perceived as a threat to the established social hierarchy. This rendered private
construction and the maintenance of one’s property problematic activities among the
Roman elite, since they could be viewed as either adding prestige to an already
distinguished senatorial family, or the luxurious excesses of a mind corrupted by
arrogance and ambition.

The letters of Symmachus reveal an awareness of this aspect of the Roman
moralizing discourse as well, referring to building in one epistle as a disease (morbus)

and evoking on three occasions the image of Lucullus, that republican exemplum of

202 Vera 1986; cf. Salzman 2002: 52.
203 Edwards 1993: 150. For the late Roman Empire, see Hillner 2003.

204 Edwards 1993: 137 — 172.
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conspicuous consumption. This last section, then, will explore the connection between
Symmachus’ rhetoric of corruption and his descriptions of the building activities of
himself and his friends. In particular, I shall focus on three letters that deem such opera
“Lucullan.” As my discussion of the first oration to Valentinian has shown, Symmachus
was well aware of the historical tradition linking L. Licinius Lucullus to eastern wealth
and luxury. His villa at Naples, which had been infamous for its mountain tunnel that
admitted seawater to his fishponds and earned him the nickname Xerxes fogatus, may still
have been extant in some form or another during the fourth century.?%> Indeed, although
Lucullus also owned estates at Misenum and on the island of Nesis, it is highly likely that
Symmachus had the Neapolitanum specifically in mind, since two of these letters concern
properties explicitly in Naples. Yet, in spite of this, each letter performs a delicate
rhetorical balancing act between traditional elite conceptions of corruption and virtue,
thereby transforming these opera Lucullana into markers of senatorial influence and
prestige.

In Epistle 2.60, Symmachus expresses his gratitude to Virius Nicomachus
Flavianus for both conceding a vacant lot on the border of their adjacent properties at
Naples, and offering to link the two estates with a double portico. Here, luxurious
building is shrouded in the terminology of reciprocity and concerns for frugality, thereby

emphasizing the adherence of both senators to the precepts of verecundia:

205 Cf. Varro Rust. 3.17.9, Vell. Pat. 2.33.4, Pliny NH 9.170, and Plut. Luc. 39.3 and 44.5. Scholars often
identify the site of the Neapolitanum as the island of Megaris, though based primarily on medieval sources.
It is to this island and its castrum Lucullanum that the last western emperor, Romulus Augustulus, was
exiled by Odoacer in 476; cf. D’Arms 1970: 108 and 185f.
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Tu mecum opera Lucullana partiris, et ne verecundia refutet oblatum,

negas tui iuris videri, quod ego meum fateor non fuisse. Patere, ut saltem

gratiam tibi debeam. Neque enim fas est mala fide me recuperare quod

possum bona sumere.

You share with me works worthy of Lucullus, and lest my modesty resist

your offer, you deny that what I confess was not my own seems to fall

under your legal right. Permit me to owe you my gratitude at least. For it

is not right that I recover in bad faith what I am able to obtain in good.
Thus, in return for this concession and the concern demonstrated for his virtue,
Symmachus allots Flavianus a share in the prestige of this magnificent new structure.
Nor was Flavianus’ gesture an insignificant one, for property boundaries were considered
sacred and encroachment by greedy aristocrats also had a place in Roman moralizing
discourse.?’® The double portico, however, which was to extend in an unbroken curve a
good distance from Flavianus’ own estate to Symmachus’ novae aedes, proved to be a
source of some slight consternation: “Moreover, you add enticements, by which you
exacerbate my builder’s disease” (Adicis praeterea lenocinia, quibus morbum
fabricatoris inrites). “Why do you labor against my modesty?” (Quid laboras adversum
verecundiam meam?), he asks his friend facetiously. However, what is couched in the
form of a rebuke is in actuality another demonstration of senatorial virtue, for it permits

Symmachus to display his own frugal nature. Hence, he concludes:

Sed vereor ne accedente sumptu, dum vetera novis nitimur aemulari,
intellegam maiora te velle concedere quam me posse reparare. Vale.

206 Edwards 1993: 148. Cf. Symm. Ep. 6.9, which describes a boundary dispute at Baiae between
Symmachus and Gabinius Barbarus Pompeianus.
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But I fear with this added expense that while we strive to rival ancient

achievements with new, I may recognize that you wish to grant greater

things than I am able to restore. Farewell.

In this way, Symmachus is able to advertise the magnitude and splendor of his current
building project, while simultaneously averting potential accusations of luxury. This
opera Lucullana will rival its republican namesake, but convey none of its pejorative
associations.

Conceptions of frugality and expense are also central to Epistle 6.70, written to
Symmachus’ daughter and son-in-law, the younger Nicomachus Flavianus, possibly in
the spring of 395 or 397. With this letter, Symmachus ends a lengthy period of epistolary
silence, having had nothing meaningful to write during his retreat at Tibur. Now at
Rome, he prolongs his “lingering ease” (otia lenta), describing himself as “free from all
business” (vacui omnium negotiorum).?"’ Although at this time an elder statesman and
therefore deserving of such leisure, he nevertheless assures his correspondents that he is
not completely idle (desides):

Nam domi corruptorum parietum discidia sarciuntur, quia

frequentationem soliditati conditor primus antetulit et antiquior ei visa est

celeritas utendi quam securitas succedentium.

For at my house the cracks of crumbling walls are being repaired, because

the original builder gave preference to occupancy over structural integrity,

and shortening the amount of time before his own habitation seemed more
important to him than the safety of future residents.

207 For the phrase otia lenta, see also Symm. Ep. 1.1.5.
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Symmachus immediately contrasts this account of his own building activities, thick with
censure and contempt for the original occupant, with his approval of those undertaken by
the younger Flavianus. “You are constructing new edifices that will last an eternity,” he
writes, “since indeed rumor has reported that you have built structures to rival those of
Lucullus” (Vos nova et aevum mansura molimini; siquidem sermo distulit quaedam vos
Lucullanis operibus aequanda fecisse). Yet, in the seemingly disparate endeavors of
these two aristocrats, there is a lesson to be imparted: “For there is equal expense in
erecting solid structures once and repairing crumbling ones often” (Par enim sumptus est
semel solida conlocare et saepe integrare recidentia). Thus, by once again grounding
Lucullan luxury in Catonian frugality, Symmachus is able to draw upon the fame and
glory of the Roman past, in this instance to grant prestige to his son-in-law as a dutiful
paterfamilias.

It is in Epistle 7.36, however, that Symmachus gives the association between
Lucullus, building, and the pleasures of luxury its fullest expression. Likely written in
the fall of 396, this letter plays with the elite tension between abundance and parsimony
in an attempt to lure Caecina Decius Albinus to Naples.??® In it Symmachus writes
tongue in cheek to this scion of the great senatorial family of the Caeionii:

Nondum Neapolitanum litus accessimus visuri arcem deliciarum tuarum,

sed tamen omnia quae Tyrrhenus adluit nominis tui plena sunt. Quid
multa? Successisti in famam Luculli.

28 PLRE 35 (10).
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We have not yet come near the Neapolitan shore, about to see the citadel

of your delights, but nevertheless all the regions that the Tyrrhenian Sea

bathes are full of your name. How many? You have succeeded to the

fame of Lucullus.
Indeed, so vast are Decius’ estates that Symmachus wonders wryly how he is ever able to
leave them; “unless by chance you flee abundance in disgust and, by the change in venue,
you remedy your loathing” (nisi forte fastidio fugis copias et mutatione castigas
satietatem), he speculates. Symmachus chooses his words carefully here, for both
fastidium and satietas signify the nausea and revulsion that accompanies overindulgence,
especially in food and drink. But by now a lengthy period of thrift (parsimoniae
diuturnitas) should have reconciled Decius to his longing for abundance (desiderium
copiarum) and draw him back to his arx deliciarum on the Neapolitan shore.
Symmachus concludes, however, by offering his correspondent a chance simultaneously
to explain his absence in a manner befitting his status, and to redeem his fama from

Lucullan excess:

Aut si libenter illic nostrae immoraris frugalitati, redeundum propere
nobis est, quos non decet alienas adfectare delicias. Vale.

Or rather if you linger there willingly to benefit our frugality, we must

return in haste, since it is unseemly to pursue delights disadvantageous to

you. Farewell.
This letter closes, then, in the same facetious vein in which it began. Decius is depicted
as recovering from an addiction to deliciae; thus, it would not be proper for Symmachus,

a paragon of frugalitas, to encourage a relapse. Therefore, the current princeps senatus

offers to hasten to his younger friend and colleague in order to foster his recovery. Of
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course, as a member of the well-established gens Caeionia, Decius did in fact possess a
large number of properties throughout Italy as well as North Africa. Yet, by addressing
his fellow nobilis openly and with lighthearted wit in the language of corruption,
Symmachus eases the tension between boundless wealth and an idealized self-control that

was inherent in the lives of the traditional Roman elite.

Conclusion: The Covenant of Eternal Peace

Within his two lengthy and satirical digressions on Rome, the fourth-century
historian Ammianus Marcellinus mocks the vaunted patres of the Eternal City for, among
other things, the frivolity of their leisure activities. “Some curse learning (doctrina) as a
poison,” he writes, reading only Juvenal and Marius Maximus “in their boundless
leisure” (in profundo otio).?*® The few houses that were “once celebrated for the earnest
cultivation of their studies” (studiorum seriis cultibus antea celebratae) now abound “in
the sports of sluggish idleness” (ludibriis ignaviae torpentis).?'° Consequently, the
philosopher has been replaced by the singer, the orator by the drama teacher, and the
libraries have been shut up like tombs. Senators such as these, the historian remarks,
ought to read with eagerness many different works “in accordance with the greatness of

their glory and lineage” (pro amplitudine gloriarum et generum)2'! In another section,

209 Amm. Marc. 28.4.14.
210 Amm. Marc. 14.6.18.

211 Amm. Marc. 28.4.15.
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he denigrates the time-honored springtime peregrinationes that provide the context for so
many of Symmachus’ letters:

Pars eorum si agros visuri processerunt longius, aut alienis laboribus

venaturi, Alexandri Magni itinera se putant aequiperasse, vel Caesaris:

aut si a lacu Averni lembis invecti sunt pictis Puteolos, velleris certamen,

maxime cum id vaporato audeant tempore.

A journey of fair length to visit their estates or to be present at a hunt

where all the work is done by others seems to some of them the equivalent

of a march by Alexander the Great or Caesar. If they sail in their smart

yachts from Lake Avernus to Puteoli, they might be going after the golden

fleece, especially if they undertake the adventure in hot weather.?!?
These aristocratic fops lamented poetically that they were not born among the
Cimmerians when a tiny ray of sun pierced their hanging parasols, and dried themselves
with the finest linens as they stepped out of the healing waters of the baths at Baiae.?!?

Although modern scholarship has largely dismissed the accuracy of these and the
other vignettes of senatorial decadence and corruption that comprise the Roman
digressions, the thematic parallels and classical references here suggest that Ammianus
and Symmachus both drew from a wider late antique rhetoric of corruption, a rhetorical

reality of shared meanings and assumptions. This becomes all the more apparent in the

historian’s justification for including such sordid material in his Res Gestae:

212 Amm. Marc. 28.4.18f.; trans. by Hamilton 1986.

213 Hdt. 1.15f. describes the Cimmerians as a historical people driven south into Asia Minor by the
Scythians during the 7™ century BCE, but it is more likely that Ammianus is referring to the mythological
people of Hom. Od. 11.14 — 19, who live near the land of the dead in a city where the sun never shines.

The baths mentioned here are specifically those of Silvanus and Mamaea. Although the Silvani lavacrum is
otherwise unattested, HA Alex. Sev. 26.10 discusses a Mamaeae stagnum at Baiae.
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Tempore quo primis auspiciis in mundanum fulgorem surgeret victura dum

erunt homines Roma, ut augeretur sublimibus incrementis, foedere pacis

aeternae Virtus convenit atque Fortuna, plerumque dissidentes, quarum si

altera defuisset, ad perfectam non venerat summitatem.

At the time when Rome was rising from its first beginnings into worldly

splendor, destined to endure so long as men exist, Virtue and Fortune,

although frequently at odds, came together by a covenant of eternal peace

so that she might grow to new heights; if either of these had failed, Rome

would not have reached complete ascendancy.?!*
The covenant between these two personified deities, Virtus and Fortuna, resulted in the
successful outcome of Rome’s wars and supported the integrity of her laws, “the
foundation and everlasting bonds of freedom” (fundamenta libertatis et retinacula
sempiterna). Although the city, “like a frugal parent, both wise and wealthy” (velut frugi
parens et prudens et dives), had bequeathed the administration of this legacy to the
emperors, “she is nevertheless acknowledged in all regions and parts of the world as
mistress and queen, and everywhere the grey hair and authority (auctoritas) of the
senators inspire awe (reverenda), and the name of the Roman people is respected and
esteemed (circumspectum et verecundum).” In this context, Ammianus’ digressions can
be viewed as less an indictment of the senate and people of Rome than a corrective
offered to a city that remained in his mind “the home of empire and every virtue” (imperii
virtutumque omnium lar).?"3

Symmachus’ language of luxury and self-indulgence operates in a similar but far

less caustic manner, guiding his correspondents, in the words of Ammianus, “toward the

214 Amm. Marc. 14.6.2 — 6.

215 Amm. Marc. 16.10.13.
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long and difficult ascent to true glory” (ad ascensus verae gloriae longos et arduos)
through the familiar medium of epistolary exchange and the conventions of elite amicitia.
Within his literary corpus, this influential and respected Roman senator uses this rhetoric
of corruption to enhance the distinction between negotium and otium, valorizing the
former over the latter and signaling that the members of Rome’s traditional elite were
both ready for and worthy of participation in state affairs. Yet, unlike the emperor, otium
remained central to the life of a senator, affording him the opportunity to fulfill the
numerous personal concerns and obligations that accompanied senatorial status. Here,
classical terminology and images of corruption ensured the adherence of Symmachus and
his friends to the old Ciceronian ideal of an otium cum dignitate, and smoothed over
tensions between the fulfillment of this ideal and an over-indulgence in leisure and
luxury. In this way, Symmachus fashioned a late antique otium negotiosum for the
members of his class, upholding his end of the covenant that maintained Rome’s

dominance.
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Chapter Three

The Feebleness of the Logoi:
Corruption and Paideia in the Writings of Libanius

When Eustathius of Caria arrived in Antioch as consular governor of Syria in the
summer of 388, the city’s official sophist, Libanius (314 — c. 393), was initially
optimistic.?!¢ Here was a governor who had studied Greek rhetoric at Athens, eschewing
the study of Roman law and a career in the imperial bureaucracy, and subsequently had
delivered countless speeches in the cities of Phoenicia and Palestine.?!” It was his literary
aspirations, in fact, that induced him to pray for office specifically in Syria, having
professed a desire to teach future governors how to address teachers properly.?!® Yet, in
spite of this shared devotion to traditional Greek moudeia, relations between Eustathius
and Libanius quickly deteriorated, and the disappointed sophist soon recanted his

previous commendations of the governor’s education and oratorical prowess.?!”

216 Eustathius (PLRE 311 (6)) served as consularis Syriae for ten months from c. June 388 to April 389; cf.
Wintjes 2005: 220 — 223. Although the evidence for this chapter is derived primarily from Libanius’
orations, when referring to the letters, I have adopted the numbering system of Foerster, noting any English
translations in parentheses; B = Bradbury 2004, C = Cribiore 2007, and N = Norman 1992.

217 Or. 44.2 — 4. Libanius even claims in this short panegyric that Eustathius had aroused the ire of his
Athenian teacher by reading the Antiochene sophist’s works.

218 Or. 1.271: elxeto pév Trvde mapaiaPeiv Thv dpxrv, &tws, £pn, diddokalos yevoiunv Tols
&pxouotv, dbTrolous Tvas elvat xpr) Tpods Tous Biddokovtas Aéyetv.

219 Or. 54.81. This oration, noteworthy for its length, comprises a litany of complaints ranging from

breaches of etiquette to administrative and judicial abuses; cf. Norman 1965: 228ff., Pack 1935: 56ff., and
Seeck 1906: 147.
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In his Autobiography, Libanius reconciles the discordant views of his two earlier
orations, depicting Eustathius as an initial supporter who had shrouded his true character
with the image afforded by his rhetorical background. “Not the least bit a speech-writer,
but thinking himself one” (Aoyoypd@os fikioTta ptv v, Tdvu 8¢ elvai vouilwv),
Eustathius nevertheless was able to conceal the profits from his bribery, the gold, silver,
and clothing, from the rigorous late Roman legal machinery for ten months following his
accession.?? Before Libanius, however, a true devotee of Hermes and the gods of
eloquence (Ady1o1 Beoi), the governor could scarcely mask his greed for five days,
becoming overwhelmed with anger at the sophist’s philanthropic appeal on behalf of his
student, Domninus, a poor orphaned youth (dppavia Te kai Tevia kai vedtnTi).??2! “He
had thus resolved to be a street peddler and began to care for money,” Libanius
concludes, “and he knew that I would by my very nature be opposed to that” (T & &pa
kaTmAeve £8¢8okTo kal TaAdvTov Euelev, ¢ TN éuny 1j8&t pUolv
gvavTiwoopévnv).??? Although Libanius left Eustathius “to govern and become a
millionaire” (&pxew kal yiyveobai Kivupav), the consularis nonetheless insulted

(UBpiCcov) him in every way and even plotted his death.??®> This episode ends on a

20 Or. 1.271; 274: 5 y&p okdtos deeAdvTes Teos Ths Scopodokias Ut alyds fyayov Thv puicbapviav,
Xpuodv, &pyupov, éctfiTa.

21 Or. 1.272; cf. 54.38. Domninus (PLRE 266 (4)) was a young curialis who had inherited a liturgical
burden disproportionate to his economic status. Eustathius had him illegally beaten and imprisoned.

222 Cf. Or. 54.42ff.
223 Or. 1.273. Cinyras, the legendary king of Cyprus, is a proverbial millionaire in Greek literature and,

together with Midas and Croesus, is contrasted in Or. 55.21 with the exemplary Greek orators,
Demosthenes, [socrates, and Lysias.
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positive note, however, and Eustathius faced both secular and divine justice for taking
bribes and, what is worse, his “insolence toward eloquence” (1 kat& TV Adywv
UPprs).?*

Though Libanius’ encounter with Eustathius occurred toward the end of his life,
this autobiographical account is well suited to begin a discussion of the rhetorical
construction of corruption in the writings of Antioch’s sophist. This particular individual,
he claims, “had forsaken his native land, settling elsewhere, and advanced from poverty
to wealth by the profits made in three offices” (&vrp Tnv éauToU pv ékAITTOV, £TépwooE
8¢ oikcdv, képdeol 8t Tols év Tpioiv apxais ék mevias eis TAoUTov EABcOv).2?° This latter
tendency had continued during his administration of Syria. Thus, the figure of Eustathius
seemingly embodies what Ramsay MacMullen has deemed, after Christianization, “the
most consequential socio-cultural phenomenon experienced by the empire in its first five
centuries,” that is, “an increase in the frequency, amounting to regularity, in taking money
beyond one’s salary for the performance of some act in an official capacity.”>?¢ Indeed,
for MacMullen in particular, Libanius was a visionary who condemned the increasing
normalization of venality in office and foresaw its corrosive effect on the efficacy of late

Roman government.??” As such, he defended the patron-client relationships that

224 Or. 1.274; cf. 58.16, which was plausibly interpreted as a reference to the conviction of Eustathius by
Sievers 1868: 191.

25 0r. 1.271.
226 MacMullen 2006: 477f. This article recapitulates the thesis of MacMullen 1988, esp. ch. 3.

227 MacMullen 1988: 196f.
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characterized the early empire and the civic-minded values of Antioch’s traditional elite,
the curiales (Greek, Bouleutai or ToAiTeuduevol).

The image of late antique society offered here, of opposition between a corrupt
imperial administration and a virtuous representative of the Greek civic elite, pervades
the writings of Libanius and thus has long and deeply influenced modern interpretations
of this period.??® Those scholars who write in terms of this opposition, however, largely
ignore the presence of a more consistent concern within Libanius’ oeuvre, one that also
manifests itself in the Eustathius episode but with a strong undercurrent of anxiety. To
Libanius, the impulse to corruption and venality was wholly inconsistent with a governor
who was both a recipient and supporter of traditional Greek maideia.

In this chapter, I shall explore this dichotomy between those who received the
rhetorical training that characterized such an education and those who did not, and how
this particular representative of the Greek civic elite, Libanius, used the rhetoric of
corruption to maintain this distinction in the face of the rapidly expanding administrative
apparatus of the late Roman empire. I shall argue that through his descriptions of corrupt
behavior and corrupted individuals, Libanius emphasizes the value of traditional maudeia,
presenting the study of rhetoric, oi Adyol, as a solution to what he felt were detrimental
features of the changing socio-political environment of the fourth century. Even as he

attests to the expansion of the bureaucracy, Libanius attributes the resulting growth of

228 For a recent attempt to decentralize this model of opposition between the imperial bureaucracy and civic
elites, see Sandwell 2007: 133 — 147.
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corruption to the increasing appeal and utility of shorthand writing, Latin, and Roman
law. These new studies, which Libanius often characterizes as mere technical training,
did not require the hard work and internal discipline of a full rhetorical education, leaving
their students vulnerable to base desires for material wealth and personal gain.??° The
incorporation of such individuals into positions of authority consequently rendered the
government a marketplace based on the impersonal exchange of goods and services, and
further exacerbated the growing tension between the honorable exercise of personal
influence, embodied by the deep-rooted elite institution of giAia, and the increasing
intrusiveness of late Roman law, which sought to intervene directly in the conventions of
patronage.

In contrast, the traditional education offered by Libanius inculcated virtue through
an emphasis on hard work (Tévos) and self-control (ccoppooivn). Moreover, it did so
regardless of the social background of its recipient, therefore representing a potential
bulwark against the mounting threat of administrative corruption endemic to this period.
Thus, while Libanius’ rhetoric of corruption was certainly a reaction to the formation of
rival networks of influence and the rise of new elites at both the central and local levels, it
was more than simply “the hectoring, cartoon rhetoric” of a disaffected member of the

traditional civic aristocracy.?3? Indeed, such language operated not in opposition to the

229 Cribiore 2009: 237f. argues that although Libanius was not as intolerant of these disciplines as previous
studies have asserted, his perception of their technical nature is essentially correct.

230 Kelly 2004: 184 portrays Libanius as a mere reactionary who self-righteously promoted and justified his
own interests through his letters and speeches.
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changing times, but instead to reaffirm and adapt the values of the traditional Greek-
speaking civic elite, and the educational system that instilled them, in order to serve those

who aspired to the rapidly expanding imperial administration.

Corruption and the Decline of Rhetoric

Libanius’ narrative of educational decline and rising administrative corruption
begins with the reign of Constantius I, who, according to Oration 62, was the first
emperor to recognize the fundamental connection between traditional religious
institutions and the study and practice of rhetoric.?*! It is for this reason, Libanius claims,
that the emperor spurned philosophers, sophists, and “all those initiated in the rites of
Hermes and the Muses” (8co1 Tfjs Tpds TOv Epuiiv Te kai Movoas TeAeTiis), favoring in
their stead “certain pernicious eunuchs” (6AéBpous Twas elvouxous) as advisers and
teachers (kal oupPouAous kai BidaockdAous) and thereby overturning the established
social order.?*? Eunuchs were slaves of the lowest sort and almost always of foreign
extraction, embodying to the more traditionalist writers of the fourth and fifth centuries
such characteristics as arrogance, ambition, greed, and self-indulgence.?33 In this

particular oration, written around 382 to defend the effectiveness of his educational

21 Or. 62.8: oikela ydp, olpal, kai ouyyevi] TalTa duedtepa, iepd kal Adyor. For further discussion of
this passage, see Petit 1955: 191ff. and Festugicre 1959: 2291f.

232 Or. 62.9. The most influential of these court eunuchs was Eusebius (PLRE 302 (11)). As Constantius’
praepositus sacri cubiculi, this slave “enslaved” (8edoulcdobal SoUAos) the emperor, Or. 18.152; cf.
Amm. Marc. 18.4.3 and 22.3.12; Sozom. Hist. eccl. 3.1.4; Socrates Hist. eccl. 2.2.5 — 6; Zonar. 13.9.

233 For the role of eunuchs in late antique politics, see Hopkins 1978: 172 — 196, and for the figure of the
eunuch in the rhetorical tradition of invective, see Long 1996, esp. ch. 4.
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system, Libanius draws upon specific elements of this rhetorical stereotype to strengthen
the dichotomy between the disciplined “initiates” of traditional Greek maudeia, the true
heirs and guardians of Hellenic civilization, and the servile, barbarian eunuchs who
dominated Constantius’ court.?>* Thus, after the emperor ceded his authority to these
“barbarous men” (BapBdapous avBpcdous), it naturally follows that they persecuted
rhetorical education by every means available and belittled its recipients, ensuring that no
learned man (co@ds) entered into the emperor’s friendship.?®> Instead, they brought in
monks, those “pallid enemies of the gods” (Tous coxpous, Tous Beols éxBpous), and
elevated lowly secretaries (notarii or Umroypageis) to senatorial rank, “who were in no
way better than their own slaves in either intellect or shorthand, and in some instances
even worse in one area or both” (ol TGV £auTtdv olke TGV oUdEV Noav auesivous oUTe
TAS Yuxas oUTe Tas XEipas, eict d¢ ol kai xeipous, ol uév B&Tepov, oi 8¢ kai
AuedTepa). 236 Any rhetor, on the other hand, who might have received an office under
Constantius’ regime, did so at the price of flattery (uo8dv koAakeias).??’ Finally, these
“contemptible, drunken eunuchs” (kaTamTuoTo! Kal HeBUoVTES eUvolUxotr) reached such

a degree of licentiousness and insolence (Trpds ToooUTov fikov doelyeias kai oUTws

234 Norman 2000: 87f. dates Or. 62 to c. 382 on the basis of internal evidence.

235 Or. 62.9; 10: oi 8¢ v ptv Tédv Adywv maidevotv fAauvov Tavta TPSToV HIKPOUs TTOIoUVTES TOUS
gkelvns peTelAn@dTas dAARAoLs SiakeAeudpevol okoTelv 8Traas undeis copds Adbot pidos éxelvey
YEVOUEVOS.

236 For a list of senators who had obtained their position in the senate of Constantinople through their skill
in shorthand, see Or. 42.23ff. Although most of these figures did indeed rise to prominence under
Constantius, the first two (Tychamenes and F1. Ablabius) had flourished under Constantine.

B70r. 62.11.
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eEUPBploav) that they placed secretaries on the chairs of the prefects, a source of even
greater concern to the residents of so vital an administrative center as Antioch.238

The change (ueTaPoAr)) that followed was very swift, Libanius contends, and
radically altered the long-established social structure of the TwéAeis that comprised the
Greek east:

O ToU payeipou Tals, O ToU Kvaéws, O TEPITPEXLOV €V OTEVWTIOIS, O

TPUPTIV TYOUHEVOS TO WI) TEEWTjoal, oUTOS EEaipuns £’ (TrTou Aautpou

Aautpos kai dppus Nppévn kai TAfBos dkoAoUbBov, oikia peydAn, yi

ToAAT], kKdAakes, oupTrdola, XPUods.

The cook’s son, or the fuller’s, the alley dweller, the individual who

considers not being hungry a luxury, this sort of person was suddenly an

illustrious man upon an illustrious horse, with an arrogant brow raised and

a throng of attendants, a great household, much land, flatterers, parties,

gold.?*
In Oration 2, composed a year or so earlier, Libanius elaborates on the extent of this
transformation, infusing his description with a rhetoric of luxury and self-indulgence that
serves to undermine the legitimacy of the wealth and influence these “servants to the
governors” (TG Tols &pxouoiv UTmpeTouvTeov) had so recently acquired.?*? “Some of
these,” he writes, “sellers of meat, bread, or vegetables just a year ago, have become great

from the property of the councilors and in no way differ from them in honor (repi Tiufs),

so large a quantity of gold (xpuods) do they possess.” Others have altered the physical

238 Antioch hosted the imperial court under Constantius II, Julian, and Valens, and was the permanent
residence of the comes orientis, consularis Syriae, and magister militum per orientem; see Liebescheutz
1972: 110 — 118 and Downey 1961: 353 —439.

29 Or. 62.11.

240 Or. 2.54f.
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landscape of the city, but not through the virtuous acts of euergetism that characterized
Antioch’s traditional municipal aristocracy. Instead, they selfishly indulged in massive
private building projects (T uey€Bel TéV oikicov) that upset their neighbors by
obstructing their full enjoyment of daylight. Elsewhere in this oration, Libanius speaks
of “those who burst upon the scene (eiorecdvTes) from I know not where, put money
down, and, truth be told, live luxuriously (Tpu@ddowv) on the property of the
councilors.”?*! As a result, these traditional civic elites were humbled and few in number
(Tamewol kai dAiyot), not simply poor but beggars (kai oU TévnTes pévov &AN 1)8n kai
TTwxofi), and unable to perform their customary municipal duties, such as tax collection
and providing fuel for the baths. Indeed, in some cities, the same individual collects the
taxes, supplies the baths (Aovel Tij xopnyia Tév EUAwv), and then, in an ironic twist of
fate, finds himself a bath attendant (BaAaveUs 6 Aertoupycov yiyvetat); thus, he bathes
and bathes again (AoUel kai T&Aw Aover).>*> Furthermore, deprived of their former
honor and position in eastern Roman society, they watched as “foreigners” (Eévor)
strutted about and contracted marriages, compelled to partake in their banquets and join

them in prayer for their long lives.?*3 Yet the corruption of traditional Greek civic life

241 Or. 2.33 — 36; the verb elomimTe generally connotes a sense of violence, while Tpugauv is a polyvalent
term, signifying behavior that is at once licentious, extravagant, and effeminate. Although Libanius makes
no explicit reference to UToypageis in this or the previous passage, the language closely parallels his
invective against the influence of these functionaries in Or. 18.131 — 134; cf. Or. 31.29.

242 Or. 2.34.

243 Or. 2.36: kai T pév Tiijs BouAiis agicopa oudapol, coPolot 8¢ ol Eévol kal yapoUow, fiuels 8¢
OpAOUEY Kai OUVSEITTVOUNEY Kai ouveuxdueba yiipas.
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went deeper still, according to Libanius, since Fortune now favored even those who were
formerly social outcasts (Ta kaBapuaTta), permitting charioteers and comic actors,
personifications of luxury, to buy their way into the civil administration.** Under such
circumstances, neither the parents nor the sons of curial households were motivated to
fulfill their familial obligations; overindulgent fathers were content to watch as their sons
shamelessly slept through the greater part of the day and spent their nights engaged in
pederasty while waiting to bathe.?#

Worse still to a sophist like Libanius than this corrosive elevation of the low-class
and undereducated to positions of central and local authority was the “aimless” state of
dishonor (&Tipov Tepiportav) experienced by his students upon graduation.?4¢ At the
conclusion of the original portion of his Autobiography, written in 374, Libanius laments
to Fortune that he teaches rhetoric at a time when it is sickly, disgraced, and trampled
upon (&v &oBeveia Te kai dTipig kai TpoTNAakioud T Adywv).247 1t is the wealthy

who are deemed happy, while men of letters are to be pitied. Approximately eight years

244 Or. 2.56; the plural form of T6 k&bapua refers specifically to the refuse from a sacrifice.

245 Or. 2.57: 1} kai TOV TGV 1vidxwv TAoUTOV ETalvelv e TTpootkel kal &g ¢oTIv ETépols Tiotv éml T
YéAwTL Kal TO Tpdxelpov elvat Ccovns TUXElV Kal TO ToUs veaviokous avaloXUvTelv, Kal TO Tous
TaTépas TalTta OpavTas auéxeobal, kal T Ths Ui Muépas TO TAéov kabeldetv, Tijs 8¢ VUKTOS Ev TG
UEAAeW Aotobat Bamravav; v & 8¢ péAouoy, 8 Ti kai émrou Spddotv, o Aéycw; cf. Or. 62.24 —25;
Festugiére 1959: 195 — 197.

246 Or. 62.12.

247 Or. 1.154: Kai prv kai 168e SuoTtuxous év dobeveia Te kal aTipia kal TpomnAakiopdd Téw Adywv
Adyous Biddokewv kabripevov ETépwv BvTawv, Ev ols ai éATides: oUs &l pév ) fmiotacte, Tol
B1d&EovTos &v Ederr vuv B¢ {oTe pév ols pakapiCete Tap’ ols ol wAoUTo!L, {oTe 8¢ ols éAeeiTe TTap’ ol
ol AdyoL
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later, conditions had not improved. In Oration 62, the clearest and most troubling
reflection of the “brutal outrage of the times” (Trjv &md ToU kaipolU AUunv) is the number
of civil servants who came from Athens (Tous ABrjvnbev oTpaTicoTas), still the leading
educational center in the Roman empire of the fourth century:

HETA Y&p TOV TpiBwva kal Td Avkelov kai Adyous kai TpoAdyous kai,

vi| Ala ye, ApiotoTéAnv avagupis kai {eooTrp 6 TGV SiakovouvTwv

Tals PaciAéws emoToAals &g ek <TGV> PaciAeicov avdykn pépecbal

TavTaxol TS YTis.

For after their scholars’ gowns, their attendance at the Lyceum, their

declamations and their introductions to them, and, indeed, after their study

of Aristotle come the breeches and the belt of those who serve the

emperor’s despatches which must be borne from the palace over the length
and breadth of the world.?*®

The otpaTicoTal in question here are the agentes in rebus (Greek, &y yehapdpor), the
third and final “lot of villainous underlings” (uoipav kakoUpy v UTNPETAOV) to
frequent the imperial court, especially (though by no means exclusively) during the reign
of Constantius.?*’ In his earlier diatribe against the court of this particular emperor,
Libanius referred to these imperial couriers as thieves and robbers who would say or do
anything for a profit (kAemToVTWY Kai AwmoduToUvTeov kai Tav kai Aeydvtewov kai
ToloYvTwv Tl T AaPeiv), blackmailing citizens, resident aliens, and foreigners alike

with trumped up charges and harboring the guilty for a fee. Such individuals had fled the

248 Or. 62.14, trans. by Norman 2000: 93. On the continued preeminence of the school of Athens in late
antiquity, see Cribiore 2007: 47 — 60 and 80 — 82, and, more generally, Watts 2006.

249 Or. 18.135 — 141. Although the agentes in rebus are first attested in a law of 319 and were likely

created under the tetrarchy, it is through Constantius II that these humble imperial couriers acquired their
reputation as insidious informers; see Jones 1964: 103f., 128 — 130, and 578 — 582.
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city councils and their traditional civic duties, robbing their own homelands of their
services, in order to do the work of mere peddlers (T6 €¢pyov kamiAwv). In Oration 62,
however, Libanius sets aside these accusations of venality and civic dereliction, and
instead emphasizes the low administrative rank and humble social status of the agentes in
rebus.>>® Accordingly, he draws attention to the underlying social distinction between the
worn, threadbare cloak (TpiBcov) associated with philosophers and the characteristically
barbarian trousers and warrior’s belt (dva&upis kai CwoTrp) that formed part of the
uniform of late Roman civil servants. These former students, having submitted fruitlessly
to the compulsion (avéyxkn) of studying letters, oi Adyol, are now compelled by the
emperors to serve as simple letter carriers (oi SiakovoUvTes Tais BaociAécos
¢moToAals).?3! Thus, at issue here once again is a reversal of the traditional social
hierarchy of the eastern empire. In this case, however, it is the diligent and once
celebrated students of rhetoric who are reduced to serving in the lower ranks of the
imperial bureaucracy, no longer able to attain the power (pcoun) and prosperity

(eudaipovia) once afforded to a rhetorical education.?>?

250 These civil servants ranked lower than the notarii within the military-inspired hierarchy of the late
Roman civil administration; see Jones 1964: 103f. Constantius himself apparently grew concerned about
the character of those filling the ranks of this schola, and issued a law in 359 to the agentes in rebus,
ordering a purge of “all who, of unworthy birth and lowest association, have aspired or been transferred to
the college of the agentes in rebus,” CTh 1.9.1.

251 Or. 62.12 and 14; on the &v&ykn required by the study of grammar and rhetoric and the role of the
pedagogue therein, see Or. 58.7.

22 Or. 62.13.
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While modern scholars frequently use such descriptions as evidence for what has
been termed “the flight of the curials,” few have taken seriously the moralizing rhetoric
that courses through such vignettes of social disruption and decay, and none have
examined it within the context of Libanius’ views on the social function of traditional
Greek moudeia.?? For the sophist makes it very clear throughout his writings that his
primary concern is the reputation and efficacy of oi Adyor. Thus, in concluding a litany

of social ills in Oration 2, he writes:

Efev: €l 8¢ 8 kai TéAAa pe TavTa pilov Emoiel Tols Tapouotv, ouk &v
e Kal péva Té Tepl Tous Adyous eikdTws eEeToAépwoey; of TdAat ptv
foTpatTov, viv & eicl okoTewol, kai T&Aat pév efAkov T
TavTaxoBev vedTnTa, viv 8’ oudtv eivarl kékpvtal. GAN’ oi utv
¢olkéval dokoUol TETpals, eis &s 6 omeipwv paivetal TpocatroAAus THv
oTmopdv. kapTol &’ ETépeabev amd Tijs ITalddv peoviis, @ Séomowa
ABnva, kai TéV véuwv...1Hdn 8¢ kal UTToypaels év Tais HeyioTals
Apxals, 6 8¢ TO Aéyev AvT ékefvou pabcov Ut ékeiveov Te
katayeAatail kai autods ddUpeTal.

Well! Even if everything else reconciled me to the present state of affairs,
would not the condition of rhetoric alone naturally cause me to be hostile?
Once rhetoric flashed like lightning, but now it is obscure; long ago it
drew youth from everywhere, but now it is considered nothing. It is
thought to be like rocks onto which the sower sows his seed and then
becomes mad that it is lost. The fruits come from another quarter, from
Latin, by Athena, and the law...But now there are even secretaries in the
highest magistracies, and the student of rhetoric, instead of attaining this
position, is derided by such individuals and laments his own lot.?3*

The drastic expansion of the imperial administrative and legal apparatus during the fourth

century did in fact require new skills of its members and consequently fostered the

253 On the flight of the curials, see, e.g., Jones 1964: 737 — 763, Liebescheutz 1972: 174 — 186, and Petit
1955: 321 — 358. For a more positive view of this phenomenon, see Heather 1994: 21 — 25.

34 Or. 2.43 — 44.
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growth of rival studies, particularly in the areas of shorthand writing, Latin, and Roman
law.?%3 Tt is this phenomenon, I argue, that lies at the heart of Libanius’ larger narrative of
corruption and decline, and compels Antioch’s foremost sophist to establish within it a
clear hierarchy, based on hard work (wévogs) and the classical ideal of self-control
(cwpoouvn), that privileges the study of rhetoric and literature over these more

practical or even prestigious, but considerably less rigorous disciplines.

Constantius and the Secretaries

As a skill primarily associated with that class of secretaries (T Tév
Utroypagéwv €Bvos) so notoriously elevated by Constantius, shorthand writing is an
object of special derision in Libanius.?>® Nor, apparently, did the sophist wait for the end
of this emperor’s regime to critique his support of this Téxvn and its practitioners. In an
oration of 361, addressed to the city council of Antioch in order to obtain financial
support for his four assistant instructors, Libanius speaks of Constantius’ contempt for the
teaching and practice of rhetoric, in spite of its innate goodness (xpnoTov 1) Tij pUoEL),
and the resulting loss of glory (84Ea) for both its students and its teachers.?>’ Since his

craft “had fallen into the depths of dishonor” (eis éEoxaTov aTiuias ékmeoeiv), even those

255 See Cribiore 2009: 236 — 238 and 2007: 205 — 213; cf. Liebescheutz 1972: 242 — 255 and Festugiére
1959: 411f.

236 Or. 62.51.

237 Or. 31.26 — 28,; for an overview of the intense scholarly debate concerning the date and circumstances of
this oration, see Norman 2000: 67f.
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who had patiently submitted in their own youth to the many labors necessary to acquire
eloquence (oi ToAAoUs Trept TV KTToW TGV AdYywv UTopeivavTes TTGVOUS) now
regarded it as unprofitable (T6 Tp&ypa TGV dveo@eAddv vouilecbat):

ol HEv SAws ETTL TO YPAPEL El5 TAXOS TOUS aQUTAV UIETs ETpeyav

aueArioavTes ToU Tiis Stavoias k&AAous, oi 8 dupoiv ouoiws

EppdvTIoav, ToU UiV cos uTos kahou, ToU 8t cos eUSokInoUvTos, Tis £T°

av amddebv peiCw Cnroin Tijs kata TGV Adywv UPRpews;

Some direct their sons wholly to shorthand writing, heedless of the beauty

of their intellect, while others give equal regard to both, since rhetoric is

noble and shorthand distinguished. Who would require still greater proof

of the insolence shown toward eloquence?
What Libanius objects to here, however, is not the acquisition of this skill per se, but its
elevation to a status unbefitting its character. Indeed, the sophist himself commended at
least two of his students for their proficiency in shorthand, as well as his erudite secretary
and friend, Thalassius; but he offers such praise for the combination of these two studies,
which was itself considered a “marvel” (BaUua).>>® For the true initiate of rhetorical
training, the ability to write in shorthand was the garnish, not the meal. Thus, in order to
reaffirm what was, in his view, the proper educational hierarchy, Libanius rhetorically
fashions a dichotomy in this early speech between, on the one hand, the interrelated

Hellenic ideals of goodness, beauty, and nobility (embodied in the classical term

kaAokayabia) inherent in oi Adyor and the high level of understanding required for their

238 Epp. 300 (C103) and 324 (C97); Or. 42.25; cf. Ep. 136. The quote is from Ep. 300.2.
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study, and, on the other, the tenuous and easy prestige bestowed upon a mere technical
skill entirely at the whim of this particular emperor.2>°

In his funeral oration for the emperor Julian, composed four years later in 365, the
sophist elaborates upon the distinction between rhetoric and what he now terms “the craft
of house-slaves” (1) Téxvn TV oikeTdV) as part of his larger program to idealize this
champion of Hellenism at the expense of his Christian predecessor.?®® Here Libanius
emphasizes the servile nature of shorthand writing and the impoverished intellect of those
who practiced it. Accordingly, he maintains that by once again offering recipients of
traditional Toudeia “the hope of honors” (ai TéOv TiudV EAides), Julian ensured that
“the most truly noble pursuits (T& cos dAnbdds &pioTa) were considered the most
admirable (k&dAAioTa), and those befitting slaves (tois SoUAois) would not have more
influence than those suitable for free men (Tols éAeuBépois).”?! As the new emperor
traveled to Syria, he saw that such persons, “filled full of both poetry and prose, and
subjects that imparted virtuous governance” (Tous TETTANPWUEVOUS TTOINTGVY T Kal
Aoyotoidov kal rap’ dv fv eidéval, Tis &pxovTtos apeTr), had been slighted under the

previous regime.?®? In order to return Greek rhetoric to its rightful position in eastern

259 For the most recent comprehensive treatment of kaAok&yabia, see Bourriot 1995.
260 Or. 18; quote from §131.

261 Or. 18.160: oUtws albis Tapeokevaoe T& TGV Moucdv xAofical kai & cas &Anbdds &plota
kdAAoTa vouiehijval kai ur) T& Tols SovAols TpooTikovTa TV Tols EAeubépols TpeTdvTwY dYvachal
TAglov.

262 Or. 18.158.
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Roman society and rekindle a love of eloquence among men (épcos Adycov), he
appointed as governors (literally “helmsmen,” kuBepvriTat) individuals “skilled in
speaking” (oi Aéyew ¢moTtduevol), replacing “those barbarians” (oi B&pBapot), “who
write in shorthand but lack reason, and thus overturned their ships” (ol ypa&povTes pev
ouv Tdxel, voiv 8¢ oUk ExovTes GuéTpemov T& okden).?®3 Drawing upon Plato’s
famous and frequently cited metaphor of the ship of state, Libanius not only casts Julian
in the role of the ideal philosopher king, but also conflates the images of the philosopher
and the rhetor in a very un-Platonic manner.?®* Needless to say, the ignorant and
mutinous sailors of these late antique political vessels, those who would deem the true
helmsmen “useless” (&xprioTous), are the servile, uncultivated, and hence
uncomprehending secretaries favored by Constantius.

One such kuBepvriTngs, the learned praetorian prefect of the east, Saturninius
Secundus Salutius (361 — 365, 365 — 367), received a letter from Libanius in April of 364
written in similar language and tone.?%> In it, the sophist praises Salutius for halting the
rise of men “who honed their right hands for the purpose of writing shorthand” (Téov Tas
Befias eis TO Taxéws ypaelv dkovavTwy), and for nominating to governorships in

their stead orators (prjTopes) whose abundant sweat and toil (TroAAol i8pcoTes) on behalf

263 Or. 18.157 and 158.

264 P, Resp. 487¢ — 489d. On the rapprochement of philosophy and rhetoric during the Second Sophistic,
see Bowersock 1969.

265 Ep. 1224 (B168), particularly §§4 — 7. For Saturninius Secundus Salutius, see PLRE 814 (3);
Vanderspoel 1995: 139 — 141 and 156.
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of the victims of injustice (oi &dikoupevor) he had witnessed while sitting in judgment on
the Prefect’s chair. This particular imperial official, “on account of his cultivated

soul” (¢k eToudeupévns Wuxris), therefore continued Julian’s policy on gubernatorial
appointments, consequently “saving the cities through the experience (éumeipia) of their
administrators, granting to some individuals prizes for their long toils (uakpoi TOvol),
and bringing prosperity (sudaipovia) to the affairs of teachers by other deeds.”?6¢
Furthermore, by holding out the hope for honors equal to the labors undertaken in pursuit
of a rhetorical education (¢Aris TincOV {ocov), Salutius, much like his imperial patron,
inspired a love of eloquence (¥pws Adycov) among the youth and filled those schools that
adhered to the subjects and methodology of traditional Greek maudeia. Thus, rather than
bestowing upon the cities of the east great porticoes, “for such things are grand in size but
lack soul” (T& yap éoTv Gyuxa peyébn), this Prefect ensured that “the virtue of men’s
souls flourished” (Trv Tédv Yuxdv apetnv avBeiv), and that “there were many who
wished to practice virtue” (TroAAous elval ToUs &okelv autrhv Poulopévous).

Within this letter, Libanius makes much of the intense labor and toil required of
students of rhetoric to condition their minds (yuxati), in contrast to the practitioners of
shorthand who merely “sharpened their right hands™ (oi T&s 8e€itxs axovdovTes). Indeed,
the “love of labor” (piAomovia) that characterized the recipients of traditional Greek

maideia more generally operates in conjunction with the classical ideal of moderation

266 Ep. 1224.5: oU ravTi pépwov EBvel priTopa eméotnoas Tés pév TOAes 0oV Tij TAV EMUEAN TV
guTreipiq, TOTs 8 Hakpdv Tdveov GBAa Bidous, Té 8¢ Tcw SidackdvTawv 8i” &AAwv TpayudTwy
TPod&ywv is eldaipoviav.
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and self-control (ccoppoovvn) at various points throughout his literary corpus, forming
the basis of the distinction between rhetoric and other subjects.?¢” In the case of Libanius
himself, these two qualities made him “incorruptible” (dv&AcoTos) in his adolescence,
were inspired by “a keen love of eloquence” (Spuvs Tis €pws TGV Adywv), and attained
though his own vigilance (¢uautoU eUAaE fv), “not by the guardianship and fearful
punishments of pedagogues” (o ppoupd kai péPois Tadaywyddv).2%® The sophist,
however, not surprisingly portrays himself as exceptional here, for elsewhere the
pedagogue assumes a vital role in establishing a habit of self-discipline among the youth
of Antioch’s civic elite.?® Thus, Oration 58 offers the following justification for the
honors (Tinai) accorded these personal tutors, in spite of their status as freedmen, slaves,
or even eunuchs:

HEYAAa Ydap, cos aAnBads peydAa Té Tap& ToUTwv Eis TOUs véous,

avaykatl Te Qv TO pavbavey Seital kai TO TOAU k&AALoY, 1)

ow@poouvn. oUTol Yy&p ppoupol Tijs dvbouons nAikias, oUTtol pUAakes,

oUTol TETXOS, ATTEAQUVOVTES TOUS KAKGS EpQVTAs, ATwdouvTes,

elpyovTeS, OUK ECOVTES OUIAETY, ATTOKpOoUdUEVOL TaS TIPOoPROAAS,

UAakToUvTES KUVES TTPdS AUKous yiyvduevol.

For great, truly great, are the benefits conferred by these pedagogues upon
young men, the compulsion necessary to the learning process and far

267 For Greco-Roman education as a form of “mental gymnastics,” see Cribiore 2001. The virtues of
photrovia and cwepooyvn are prominent in the agonistic inscriptions of the yupvéoia in the Greek east
during the imperial period; see Konig 2005: 126f.

268 Or. 1.5 and 12; cf. Or. 2.12f.

269 On the role of pedagogues, see Cribiore 2007: 118 — 120 and 2001: 47 — 50, and Festugiére 1959: 107 —
109. Even Libanius’ philosopher king, the emperor Julian, had as guardians of his self-control the “most
excellent” eunuch Mardonius and another pedagogue who was “not without his share of

education” (evouxds Te PEATIOTOS ccoppoouvrs pUAag kal Taldaywyods €Tepos ouk &uoiPos
maideias), Or. 18.11.
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nobler, the quality of self-control. For these individuals are the guardians

of youth’s flower, both its sentinels and fortifications, driving away

wicked lovers, expelling them, and shutting them out; they forbid such

company, beating off their attacks like dogs barking at wolves.?”
The pedagogue, in fact, surpassed the teacher (818&okoAos) in this regard, since he was
responsible for rousing his ward before dawn and, once the school day ended around
noon, ensuring that his lessons were committed to memory through related “exercises,
some painful but others no longer so because of practice” (Tois Tepl auTod TOVOIS TOTS
HEV Aviapols, Tois 8 UTO TTis ueAéTns oUk €11 AutroUuow).?’! But regardless of whether
the student was under the compulsion of a pedagogue or driven by his own passion for
eloquence, when he directed his industry and self-discipline toward the Adéyou, that is,
toward the study of classical Greek authors and composition in a wide variety of forms
(id¢an) of both prose and poetry, he developed practical wisdom and prudence
(ppdvnois), the ability to deliberate well in order to determine the right course of action
in human affairs.?’2> Hence, Libanius proclaims, the keepers of “so noble a

possession” (kTfjua oUTw kaAdv) often contend with oracles in foreseeing things to

come, not through divine inspiration (Ta TvevpaTa), but by their own intellect (1

2710 Or. 58.7; cf. Ep. 44.4 — 6 (C192); 233 (C20); Or. 34.29. However, the sophist brooked no criticism of
his own conduct as a teacher from pedagogues, viewing it as a violation of both the educational and social
hierarchies; cf. Or. 34 passim.

271 Or. 58.9.

272 Or. 12.92. For the distinction between “practical wisdom” (ppdvnois) and “theoretical
wisdom” (coia), and the centrality of the former to politics and ethics, see Arist. Eth. Nic. 1138b — 1145a.
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yveoun).?”® Likewise, in requesting support for the depleted city councils of the Greek
east, the sophist advises the emperor Theodosius to restore not only the splendor of the
lecture halls and declamations, but most importantly, “the might of rhetoric, whereby the
proper course of action is found and once completed, praised” (To Tis pnTOpPIKTs 0bévos,
1 kai TO TpaxBijval Tpootikov eupiokeTal kai TO TpaxBev eykwomaletatl).?’
Consequently, in order to differentiate more clearly the initiates of rhetoric from
the uninitiated, Libanius also deploys a language of self-indulgence that is in many ways
similar to that of his Roman contemporary, Symmachus. Although the sophist says little
of the country villas owned and administered by Antioch’s landed elite, a few references
within the corpus to life in the countryside betray an anxiety over the corrupting potential
of such leisure comparable to that of Latin writers. Libanius’ own experience as a youth
attests to the incompatibility of estate life and the Adyol, for his conversion to rhetoric at
the age of fourteen compelled him to renounce “the delights of the country” (ai Téov
aypddv xapiTes); specifically, he mentions selling his pigeons, “an animal capable of
enslaving a young man” (3sivov Opéupa katadoulcroaobat véov).2”> Yet while
Libanius may have escaped such seductions, the same cannot always be said of his

students.

213 Or. 23.21.
274 Or. 49.32.

275 Or. 1.41.
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In the aftermath of the Riot of the Statues in February of 387, the sophist censured
the majority of his student body who had used the crisis as a “pretext for idleness” (1) T1is
pabupias apopury) and fled the city to estates in the countryside.?’ While there, these
“wretches” (&6Aio1) squandered their time “in food and wine, abandon and slumber” (év
£dcodij kai ofvep kal UPpet kai Uve), having withdrawn from the great benefits
(ToocoUTa ayabda) offered by their studies “to the mother of countless evils, sloth and
self-indulgence” (¢l TV pupicov unTépa kakv, vabeiav kai palakiav). As a result
of their negligence in memorizing classical texts (TTaAaiol Adyol), they returned to the
classroom fat and fleshy (Triovés Te kai peTe TAe16vwv oapkcdv).?’’ In contrast, the few
who remained in Antioch were true devotees to both their teacher and Greek letters, for
their “love of eloquence” (6 Tepi ToUs Adyous €pws) had persuaded them to stay.?’®
Moreover, this corruption could go deeper still, as it did in the case of Dionysius, a
former student and retired advocate living in Isauria.?’”® While in school, “he lived with
decency and self-control, and one would sooner have brought a charge of sexual

misconduct against the statues than him” (koopicos Te kai cwPpdvws £Cn, kai padAAov

276 Or. 23.20 and 22; cf. Or. 34.12 — 14. This particular riot resulted from a sudden and extraordinary tax
levy, and involved violence against portraits and statues of the imperial family. Libanius’ delinquent
students were but a small part of the mass exodus that followed the riot for fear of imperial retaliation. See
Wintjes 2005: 213 —217.

277 Or. 34.12.

278 Or. 23.23. Libanius continued to offer lessons during the thirty-four days of this crisis, initially reduced
to twelve students, but losing five more by its end; see Or. 34.6 and 14.

279 PLRE 258 (6).
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&v Tis Tols Gudpidow aitiav émrveykev EpwTIKNY f) ToUTw).28 However, when
invited to serve as an advocate under the governor Palladius, Dionysius rejected the
influence, reputation, and wealth that accompanied such a position for the trees and birds
of his estate.?8! This ill-fated decision allowed him the leisure (oxoAr}) to commit his
crime, the abduction (&pmayr, Latin raptus) of a young woman without the consent of
her parents.?8?

But within the context of leisure, Libanius, unlike Symmachus, does not restrict
himself to the corrupting delights of the countryside. City life, too, had its distractions
from the labors of Taudeia, in particular the chariot races and theatrical shows. Although
Antioch was itself renowned for such spectacles, the pleasures of the hippodrome and the
theater are especially prevalent in the Libanius’ treatment of Constantinople in the
Autobiography, that “city in Thrace which lives luxuriously off the sweat of other
cities” (©pdkns TSALs 1 TGV EAAwv TdAecov Tpupddoa Tois idpddot).?®3 Throughout
the narrative of his experiences on the Bosporus and in neighboring Bithynia, the sophist

creates yet another dichotomy through his language of self-indulgence, this time between

20 Ep. 1169.4 (C56).

281 Ep. 1168.2 (C55): Awowioiov 8¢t kakodaiuova riynodunv am’ ékelvns Tijs iuépas, &v ij Tapa ool
kaAoUpevos T& Sévdpa kal Tous 1" avTtols Spvibas ToU TTapd ool dYvachal TpoTépous EBeTo. €l 8 fjv
Utrakovoas kai Se&uevos mpoototoav Thy Tuxnv, Aéywv &v nudokiuel kai nUmdpel, oxoAnv 8¢ ouk &v
elxev eis apmayrv. For Olympius Palladius, see PLRE 662 (18).

2821t is clear from these two letters that Libanius believed Dionysius guilty, but since his crime was
inconsistent with his character (fj8os), he considered him a victim of Fortune. Specifically, he notes that
Dionysius’ father died when he was very young, leaving him to be raised by his mother and stepfather, both
of whom “lived luxuriously” (Tpupcovtwv); see Ep. 1169.2 and 5. On raptus, see Evans Grubb 1989.

283 Or. 1.279; cf. 215. On the entertainments of Antioch, see Liebeschuetz 1972: 136 — 149, Downey 1961:
439 — 446, and Petit 1955: 123 — 144.
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Constantine’s new capital, “overwhelmed by luxury” (1) Tpuei) Bapuvouévn), and his
beloved Nicomedia, “nurse of eloquence” (Adywv Tpogds).?®* Initially, however,
Libanius himself played the role of nurse to the youth of Constantinople. After departing
Athens to settle in the capital as a private teacher in the winter of 340/341, he participated
in the public competitions in declamation (T& &ycwviopata) common to the cities of the
Greek east in order to attract students.”®> In a few days, he claims, his class had grown to
more than eighty, drawn from both outside and within the city; thus, “those who were
excited about the horse races and the spectacles of the stage (Tas Tév (Trreov auilAas
kal Ta This oknuijs BeduaTta) transferred their affections to a zeal for eloquence (Tas
UTep TV Adycov...omoudds).” But Libanius’ success provoked abuse (Aodopia) from
two resident teachers, who were soon joined by the official sophist of the city,
Bemarchius. Under the cover of the riots of 342, Bemarchius and his cabal of sophists
and grammarians illegally imprisoned him on a fabricated charge of magic. The new
proconsul Limenius, who had developed a murderous antipathy for Libanius prior to
entering office, failed to achieve a conviction, but nevertheless ensured that he left the

city.286

284 Or. 1.48.
285 Or. 1.37. Cf. Wintjes 2005: 77 — 87.
286 Or. 1.38 — 47. Libanius leaves the two resident sophists unnamed, referring to them only by their places

of origin, Cappadocia and Cyzicus. For Bemarchius, see PLRE 160; and for Ulpius Limenius, PLRE 510
(2); cf. Ep. 206 and 557 (N23).
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From Constantinople, Libanius went first to Nicaea, where he was appointed
official sophist, and then to Nicomedia for the same position, but this time at the
invitation of both the city council and the governor of Bithynia. The sophist describes the
five years that he spent there in near idyllic terms, recalling his health in body and mind,
his frequent declamations and the standing ovations he received for each, the numbers
and progress of his students, his labors at night and the sweat of toil by day (vukTtepivoi
TévoL, uebnuepivol i8pcaTes), the honors, kindness, and affection.?®” Indeed, it is in this
former tetrarchic capital that Libanius claims even to have found the classical ideal of
true friendship, especially in the person of Aristaenetus.?®® Naturally, the city of
Nicomedia, which considered the sophist’s public orations its greatest adornment, invites
comparison with the supposed prosperity (eudaipovia) of nearby Constantinople:

s 1) UEV eUBnvoiTo BedTpaov ndovais, auTr) 8¢ popd Taidelas kal s 1)
HEv oudt puAGEatl TTapov eidein kaAdv, auTr) 8¢ kai amodv kTrjoachat.

How the capital thrives on the pleasures of the theater, but this city, on the
fruits of education, and how the former does not know how to keep the
good it possesses, while the latter knows how to acquire even what is
lacking.?%

287 Or. 1.51: #xo uév yap kal étepa évte Kal TaAW ETepa Tooaita émavéoal, TO vik&v 8¢ ToUTwy
¢0Tl TGOV UTS TH AUNTPL, VIKOVTWY Tols &Tracty, Uylsia oduaTtos, eubupia wuxiis, émdeifecov
TUKVOTNTL, TOTS €V Ek&oTn TNdrjuactv, dSpuabols véwv, EmBOoEl VEWY, VUKTEPIVOTS TTOVOIS, HEBNEPIVOTS
i8pddot, Tipais, evvoiq,

PiATp.

288 Or. 1.56 — 57. For Aristaenetus, see PLRE 104 (1).

289 Or. 1.52.
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Underlying this passage is Libanius’ belief in the inherent connection between the study
and practice of rhetoric and the classical virtue of practical wisdom (ppdvnois), that is,
the ability to discern what is beneficial in relation to human affairs.?® Clearly, by
expelling a teacher who had drawn so much of the city’s youth away from the corrupting
influence of the hippodrome and the theater, the inhabitants of Constantinople betrayed
an ignorance of what is good (T6 kaAdv) and therefore mistakenly equated prosperity
with the delights of theatrical spectacles. Nor were the sophists themselves exempt from
such censure, overwhelmed as they were by the corrupt atmosphere of the capital.
Dwelling in a city full of “counterfeits” (TA&opaTa), these teachers had all the necessary
trappings, the massive houses, the throngs of students, large stomachs, and the
appearance of servility, “for cowering greatly facilitates prosperity (eudaipovia) there
and the more servile of two opponents is considered the more skilled in speaking.”?!
This dearth of true maideia in Constantinople is made even more explicit after
Libanius is summoned to return by the practorian prefect Flavius Philippus in 349.2%2

Whereas in Nicomedia the sophist’s pleasures (ai ndovai) derived not from eating and

290 Arist. Eth. Nic. 1140b: choT dvdykn Thv ppdvnot 6w elvat uetd Adyou &Andi mepl T& dvbpcomva
ayaba TPakTIKMv.

21 Ep. 399.4 (B86): Tcov 8¢ ap’ UUIv coloTév un kaTayéAa, ols éoTv & copiotals elval Bel, uéyebos
oikicv, TTATBos Véwv, yaoTpds elpuxwpia, TO doulelel eidéval péya yap eis eUSaipoviav wap” Uuiv
TS KaTemTnXéval Kai © SouldTepos ETEPOU PTITOPIKCITEPOS.

292 Or. 1.74. This was an official appointment with an imperial salary, as is indicated by the “royal
letter” (BaciAeia ypdupata) that summoned him and the mention of an increase in his income
(Trpdoodos) at §80. Flavius Philippus (PLRE 696 (7)), the son of a sausage-maker, rose, according to
Libanius, through his skill in shorthand and the support of Constantius’ court eunuchs to the praetorian
prefecture of the east (c. 344 — 351) and the consulship of 348; see Or. 42.24 — 25, and 62.11.
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drinking (T0 €o8iewv kai Tivew), but from the progress of eloquence amongst the
Bithynians and the ensuing outcry from Athens, he knew that his productivity would be
curbed by the inescapable extravagances of the capital.?3

Central to this portrait of intellectual sterility and corruption is the senate of
Constantinople, which, although established in 330 along with the new capital, quickly
rose in status and influence in eastern Roman society under the patronage of
Constantius.?** Drawn more from “the camps” than the schools (¢€ &mAcov 1} pouoeicov
T Aéov), these parvenu senators failed to recognize either the time and effort that went
into cultivating eloquence, or the proper principles of rhetorical delivery. Thus, at the
risk of being judged an enemy and treated as such (éxBpdv Te kekpioBat kai
moAepeiofat) by these SuvaToi, Libanius felt compelled to waste (SiatpiBew) the
greater part of his days and nights drinking and dining in their company (cuumivev Tois
SuvaTois kai mepl Tpaméfas). Indeed, he very explicitly condemns the drunkenness of
these uncultured symposia as “completely contrary to the good qualities of the mind” (cos
EVaVTIOTATA TOTS Ths Yuxis ayabois). As proof, the sophist offers their, for the most
part, superficial appreciation of his oratory: “[T]hey gathered, some to listen to my

words, but the majority to view my gestures” (kai ouvrjecav ol HEv AKOUCOUEVOL

293 Or. 1.53 and 75.

294 On the senate of Constantinople, see most recently Skinner 2008 and 2000, and Heather 1994.
However, Dagron 1974, ch. 4 — 6, and Petit 1957 remain significant.
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Adycov, ol TAeious 8¢ Beaoduevol kivouuevov).?” Yet the influx of civilian
functionaries into this new senatorial aristocracy must also have played a role here, for in
an oration of 390 Libanius enumerates a series of senators who had achieved their status
during the reigns of Constantine and Constantius through “nothing other than their skill
in shorthand.”?® Unlike his cultivated assistant Thalassius, whose senatorial candidacy
this oration aims to defend, such individuals were incapable of discerning “the better and
worse forms of eloquence.” As a result, in spite of Libanius’ success in garnering
audiences during this period, even amid such infertile conditions, those students who had
dutifully accompanied him from Bithynia very quickly dispersed.?” While some were
“bewitched” by the city’s delights (Tdv dovais yonTteubévTteov), those of better
intellect (ai yvéouai PeAtious) feared “that the place by its very nature corrupted
students’ minds” (cos 81| TeEPUKOTA VEwV Yuxas diagbeipeiv TOV TOTOV), and departed
for either Athens or the law school at Berytus.

Furthermore, as the architect of eastern senatorial expansion, the figure of

Constantius lurks in the background of this Constantinopolitan narrative of idleness and

295 The verb Bedcbau, of course, is often used to denote the spectator’s gaze at a theatrical performance, and
thus possibly emphasizes still more the lack of education among Libanius’ audience.

2% Or. 42.25: Kai TouTois dmaciv ols kaTéAea TO ouvédplov dvécEev oudtv ETepov f) ToUTwv 81 TV
oTueicov i) Téxvn. TG 8¢ ToUTd Te UTdpxel kal TO Bi& Tijs Tpds Nuds SpiAias kal Tadelas TpdTOV TIVE
yeyeiobat. TGV youv émdeikvupévaov ToAAol ToAAoUs fobovto Boulopévous Tov &vdpa év
gmavéTals AaPeiv, cos &v émoTduevov poppas Ady v dueivous Te kai xeipous 6pav. Included in this
list is Flavius Philippus, the very prefect who summoned Libanius to Constantinople.

27 Or. 1.76.
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luxury.?®® The most explicit reference to the emperor occurs in Libanius’ portrayal of the
city’s official sophist, Bemarchius, and is surely meant to influence his audience’s
impression of the general social and cultural milieu of the capital under this corrupt and
uncultured regime.?*® Bemarchius, though described as “offering sacrifices to the

gods” (BUcov Beols), was nevertheless a fervent partisan of Constantius and “the
uninitiated” (ot auunTtot) who surrounded him. The use here of the pejorative term
auunTos, rightly identified as referring to the emperor’s Christian courtiers, also serves
to highlight the educational deficiency of the imperial court, since Libanius on several
occasions describes the study of rhetoric as a religious “initiation” (TteAetr}), specifically
into the rites of Hermes and the Muses.3% It is no surprise, then, that his chief academic
rival achieved among such profane individuals a reputation (86Ea) for strength in oratory
“through the clamor and din of his lawless words” (Wé@co Te kai KTUTTe Tapavduwy
pnuaTwv). Moreover, Bemarchius fortified his position with the “strong

friendships” (iAian ioxupai) he had forged at court by participating in dice games and
drinking to excess at parties (ol kUPBol kal Ta péxpt Hébns ouptdoia), an ironic
subversion of the classical virtue of piAia described in the aforementioned Nicomedia

episode. Exalted by the applause of such “friends” and the money (xprjuaTa) earned in

298 While Libanius was no longer resident in Constantinople during the massive and officially sanctioned
recruiting campaign of 358 — 359 undertaken by the philosopher-senator Themistius, Skinner 2008 argues
that the development of the eastern senate began earlier at the outset of Constantius’ reign.

2% Or. 1.39.

300 See Norman 1965: 158f. and Petit 1955: 204. For rhetorical education as an “initiation,” see Or. 11.186,
58.4, and 62.9.
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prostituting his oratory, this pagan sell-out had even embarked on a nine-month
propaganda tour of the east to speak in praise of Christ, or “him who has arrayed himself
against the gods” (Tov évavTia Tois Beols TeTayuévov), and to celebrate Constantius’
dedication of the Great Church in Antioch.’°! Libanius embellishes this act of character
assassination still further with a Homeric quotation, describing the sophist as “bearing
himself proudly and holding his head high” (kudidcov Te kai UyoU k&pn €xcov) as he set
out across the Bosporus with only this single traveling oration. As A. F. Norman has
observed, the juxtaposition of a line from such a fundamentally classical work as the /liad
with the impious subject matter of Bemarchius’ oration is deliberate.3?? So too, I argue, is
Libanius’ choice of quotation; for this line derives from a simile that likens Paris’ entry
into battle to the eager gallop of an escaped domesticated horse to his accustomed bath in
a “fair-flowing” river, and therefore draws upon the Trojan prince’s unfounded
confidence and penchant for self-indulgence.’?> Thus, through this portrait of a sophist
seduced by the luxury and impiety of the court, Libanius draws an overt connection
between the character of this particular regime, its patronage of Christians, and the

debased state of education in Constantinople.

301 Construction of the Great Church in Antioch started in 327 under Constantine and was finished during
the reign of Constantius, who oversaw its dedication on January 6, 341; see Downey 1961: 342 — 349, and
358f.

302 Norman 1965: 158.

303 Hom. II. 6.506 — 514: cas 8’ 8Te Tis oTaTds (Mos dkootioas e p&Tvr / Seoudv dmopprifas Bein
mediolo kpoaiveov / elwbcos Aovecbal tlippeios ToTapoio / kudidwv: ol 8¢ kdpn Exel, aupi B¢
Xaital / dduots dioccovtar & 8 dyAaingt memoifcas / piupd ¢ yolva pépet ueTd T 1iBea kai voudy
iV / éos uids TTpiauoto TTapis kata TTepyduou &xpns / TeUxeo! Tappaivav ¢ds T NAékTwp
¢BePrikel / kayxaAdwv, Taxées dt TOBEs PéPOV.
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However, as noted above, the influence of the imperial administration under
Constantius on traditional Greek education and civic life extended beyond the new
eastern capital and nearby Bithynia to Syrian Antioch, which hosted the imperial court
from 338 to 350 and again in 360/361, and served as the principal residence of the Caesar
Gallus from 351 to 354.3% In Oration 62, Libanius makes much of the imperial presence,
contrasting the scholastic experience in the prominent educational centers of Egypt
(specifically Alexandria), Palestine (that is, the law school of Berytus), and, of course,
Athens with the three cities in which he had taught, Constantinople, Nicomedia, and
Antioch:

TToU yap {00V AKOUEIY TNV TV UTTOYPaPEWVY EUTUXIAV Kal TTapovTas

opav; kai Binyoupévawv akpodobal Tas Aautpas eicdSous kai eEd5ous

TaS pév Ewbev, Tags 8¢ BeiAns kal auToUs elvatl TGV dinyeicbat

Suvapévov;

For where is it equally likely to hear of the good fortune of the secretaries

and to see them personally? To listen to descriptions of the magnificent

entrances and departures that occur at dawn, as well as throughout the

afternoon, and to be able themselves to describe them?39>
Within the hostile environment of these imperial centers, he claims, students of rhetoric
not only witnessed directly the emperor’s patronage of mere shorthand writers, but also

received no rewards for their considerably more substantial labors (Téov Téveov &6Aa)

and therefore lost their zeal (6puai) to bear the hardship (TaAaireopia) of rhetorical

304 On the movements and residences of this emperor and his Caesars from 337 to 361, see Barnes 1993:
219 — 224 and 226 — 228.

305 Or. 62.15.
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studies.%® In an earlier passage, one such student is depicted contemplating this
pernicious state of affairs:

Ti 8¢ pot kEPdo§ TAOV HUPioV TOUTwWVI TTOVWY, HeB’ v avdaykn dia

TOoAAGV pév o TV agikéobal, ToAAGY 8¢ prnTépwv kai

TAVTOdATAV ETEPV OUYYPAUUATWY, £ <d¢> TéAos EoTal TGV

13PdTWV, aUTOV HEV &TIUOV TEPIPOITAY, ETEPOV Ot eUBAINOVETY;

What profit will I gain from these countless labors, by which I must pore

through many poets, many orators, and every other kind of written work,

if the end result of my sweat and toil is that [ myself wander about in

dishonor, while another achieves prosperity?3%7
Thus, Libanius once again contrasts the character of the imperial court under Constantius
with the diligence and self-discipline of the recipients of maudeia. Such individuals were
more prudent (oi copcoTepor) and skilled in speaking (oi AéyovTes), but were no friend
to that emperor (oUBeis ékeived pilos), who, in their stead, granted the greatest rewards to
those who were simply “quick in recording the words of another” (oi AéyovTos éTépou
ypbew Oeis).3%® Indeed, in this manner, the lengthy reign of Constantius afflicted the
students of those cities occupied by the court with a certain numbness toward the study of
rhetoric (v&pkn Tis Tpds Tous Adyous), and, in the mind of Antioch’s leading sophist,

effectively waged war on Greek letters (6 év pakpd PaociAeia tois Adyols

TETOAEUNKCDS).3??

306 Or. 62.15: ToUTo 81 péyloTov NvavTicoTal pot Kai Tas Opuds TAw vécov amiuPAuve, T ur kelobat
TGV vy dBAa eifovta pépev Ty Taaircopiav.

307 Or. 62.12.
308 Or. 62.16.

309 Or. 62.16 and 19.
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Moreover, here too, Libanius maintains the distinction between shorthand writers
and the students of rhetoric through the language of self-indulgence, fashioning a parallel
dichotomy between Constantius and his ideal philosopher-emperor, Julian, in terms of
idle luxury and tireless labor. Accordingly, while Constantius was accompanied on
campaign by large quantities of wine, perfume, and soft mattresses, Julian brought with
him only weapons and books. Inspired by his example, students found hard work
(Tévog) sweeter than laziness (paBupia), “just as for the Achaeans war was sweeter than
setting sail after they had received the impulse (6pur)) from Athena.”31% As in the
description of the sophist Bemarchius, this Homeric reference contributes to the
rhetorical strategy of this passage, operating in this case on two levels of signification.
Contextually, the simile recalls Athena’s role in the //iad as a divine source of martial
strength and endurance for the Greeks, and thereby enhances the connection implicit in
the figure of Julian between military and scholastic discipline.?!! But this goddess
traditionally served as the embodiment of wisdom and prudence (ppdvnois) as well, a
fact mentioned explicitly in Oration 24, where Libanius includes her among Julian’s

patron deities because of his possession of this very quality.3!> Thus, it is likely that the

310 Or. 62.17: xal fijv 6 dvos Tols véois Tijs pabupias 11dicov, cdotep Tols Axaioils & TdAepos Tol AU
HET& TTv OpuTv Tjv E8¢EavTo Tapd Tiis ABnvés.

31 Hom. 11. 2.445 — 454: ol 8’ &ug’ Atpetcova dioTpeées BaotAfies / Bivov kpivovTes, petd 8¢
yAaukéis Abrjvn / aiyid’ Exouo’ épiTinov &yripcov dBavdTtny Te, / Tfis EkaTdv BUcavol TTayxpUoeol
NepébovTal, / T&vTes EUTrAekées, ekatduPolos 8¢ EkaoTos: / oUv Tij Taipdooouoa diéoouto Aadv
Axaicov / oTpuvouc’ iévar v 8t oBévos dpoev ekdoTe / kapdin &AAnkTov TToAepiCew 1182 ndxecdal. /
Toio1 8" &pap moAepos yAukicov yéveT' nE véeoBai / v vnual yAagupiiot piAny & Tatpida yaiav.

312 Or. 24.37.
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sophist’s reference to Athena in this passage also functions as an allusion to that virtue of
practical wisdom imparted by maudeia and necessary for good governance, but which the
secretaries who dominated Constantius’ government lacked.

Ultimately, then, the spread of idleness and luxury both within the administration
of Constantius and to those cities with an imperial presence operated in conjunction with
the intellectual poverty characteristic of individuals educated solely in shorthand to create
an atmosphere of disorder and corruption throughout the empire. In Oration 15, an
attempt to reconcile Julian to Antioch’s city council after his departure for Persia, the
sophist attributes the unruly behavior of his fellow citizens to a lengthy period under a
poor teacher:

oV T&vTa fv Tapaxfs kai pabupias kal dueAeias peoTd; oux oi ptv
vopol ypauuata &AAws, apxai 8’ émwAolvto, Tols 8¢ dpxouévols
KpelTToow elval Tédv dpxdvTwv Utfipxe SeiAns pév Sddpa méumouotv,
€cobev 8¢ povovou patifouotv; oU TO pév Sikaiws &pxelv kaTeyeAdTo,
TO 8¢ HIoBOPOPETV ETMVEITO; OU TO HEV KaAdv aoBeves éyeydvel, TO B¢
NdU TN ioxUv elxev; oux © TTOVNPEUOUEVOS KUPLOS Ny TOU un Solvanl
Siknv; Ti oUv BavpaoTtdv, ei ToocauTns e€ovoias eis kakiav dedopévns
EYEVETO TIS TOIS TAV MOAecoV TPSTIOIS UTTO TOU KatpoU AUpn);

Was everything not filled with confusion, laziness, and negligence? Were
laws not merely letters and offices not bought and sold? Was it not
possible for the governed to be more powerful than the governors, sending
them gifts in the afternoon, yet all but flogging them early the next day?
Was governing with justice not ridiculed and making a profit not
applauded? Did virtue not grow feeble and pleasure not gain strength?
Did the wicked master not escape justice? So is it any wonder after so
much authority had been granted to wickedness, if some corruption had
arisen in the character of the cities under the circumstances?3!3

313 0r. 15.67 — 68.
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Indeed, if a bad sophist (palAos cogioTris) is unable to produce good men skilled in
eloquence (texvital dyaboi Adycov) and by his ignorance (&uabia) a shepherd ruins
(Sragbeipew) his flock, an indolent (UrvnAds) ruler such as Constantius cannot impart to
his subjects the self-control (ccoppoveiv) necessary for virtuous conduct.3'# Instead, the
cities learned from the laziness (paBuuia) of this emperor, and according to Antioch’s

sophist, the primary instrument of this instruction in vice was the imperial secretariat.

The Race to Berytus and Rome

Notwithstanding the deep anxiety Libanius exudes throughout his literary corpus
over the social and political elevation of secretaries and shorthand writing, it is in fact the
study of Roman law and Latin, he claims, that acted as the greatest hindrance to the
influence of traditional Greek Tai8eia (kcoAupa péyiotov T Tév Adywv ioxu).3 13
Although the attraction of the famous law school at Berytus first manifests itself early in
the sophist’s career, during his official tenure in Constantinople from 349 to 353, the bulk
of his critique of legal studies is found in the orations written after the accession of
Theodosius I in 379.316 The epistolary collection reinforces this chronological

dichotomy, containing letters of recommendation from the 350s and 60s written to

314 Or. 15.68: {i Tous pév TéV pavAwv pabnTas copioTddv ouk Eut yevéobal TexviTas dyabous Adycov,
UtvnAoU 8¢ &vBpos PaciAeovTos CL@POVEIV THY oikoupévnv 0Tl KAl Tij HEV TGV TTolpévwy auadia
T& moipvia SiapbeipeTal, Tais 8¢ Téow BaociAéwv pabupials ai TéAes TadevovTal;

315 0r. 62.21.

316 Or. 1.76. On professors and students of law in Berytus from the fourth through the sixth centuries, see
Jones Hall 2004: 195 — 220, with a list of lawyers, professors, and students at 280 — 285.
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Domnio, a professor of law in Berytus, and even documenting several attempts to entice
teachers of Latin to Antioch itself between 355 and 357.3'7 Modern scholarship has
generally interpreted this discrepancy between the earlier and later writings as both a
reflection of the growing and very real antipathy of an elderly Libanius toward these rival
disciplines, and a reaction to the evasion of civic duties by the eastern curial elite and the
intrusion of Roman power and culture into the customary Greek way of life.3'® While
this distinction between an initial tolerance and the uncompromising hostility of old age
may be exaggerated by the nature of the sources, the expansion of the imperial
bureaucracy over the course of the fourth century undoubtedly rendered knowledge of the
law and the language in which it was written an important channel for upward mobility
that conveyed honor (Tiur}), power, and wealth (Suvduels Te kal TTAoUTOUS) tO its
possessors.3!? In Libanius’ opinion, this came at the expense of not only the study of
Greek literature and rhetoric, but also the civic and imperial administrations of the late
Roman state.

Even so, the sophist tempers his condemnation of the study of law in the first half

of Oration 62, characterizing this impediment to the Adyou as “pernicious” (6AeBpos),

317 Ep. 117 (C156), 1131 (B165), and 1171 (B166) are recommendations for his own students, 533 (B163) a
letter of introduction for the student of a rival sophist, and 653 (B164) introduces an individual who had not
studied rhetoric at all. In Ep. 534 (C151) and 539 (C152), Libanius encourages a former student,
Olympius, to return from Rome to teach Latin. He makes a similar attempt with Silanus, a law professor in
Constantinople, in Ep. 433 (B162).

318 See Liebeschuetz 1972: 243 — 255, and Festugiére 1959: 411.
319 See Or. 1.214 and 234, and Jones 1964: S11f. Cribiore 2007: 210 — 212 recognizes a greater attraction
to Roman law and Latin in the 380s and after, but cautions against adhering to too strict a dichotomy,

suggesting that the difference in tone between the orations and correspondence may have more to do with
genre than chronology, and highlighting the disparity in preservation between the earlier and later letters.

144



yet nonetheless noble and an object of praise, at least among some circles (kai é0Tco
kKaAdv kai émaiveicbw ToUTo TO ¢umddiopa, ei Sokel).320 Unlike shorthand writing, an
education in Roman jurisprudence involved much more than simply acquiring a technical
skill. Although Cribiore has recently argued that an ability to write and speak polished
Latin prose was not necessary to gain admittance to a school of law, such a course of
study still required a good reading knowledge of the language and possibly some capacity
for translation.??! Once admitted, students embarked on a two- to four-year program that
involved not only acquiring expertise in the extensive writings of the classical jurists and
a growing body of imperial constitutions and rescripts, but also comparing specific
juristic texts to other relevant works of jurisprudence in order to derive legal solutions to
contemporary problems.3??

Yet while an education in Roman law involved a certain level of rigor that
training in shorthand lacked, it nevertheless was missing the literary and oratorical
components that were fundamental to traditional elite Taideia. Thus, for Libanius, the
study of rhetoric was indisputably superior (T mpdTepa), and legal studies, secondary
(T& Bevrtepa).’??® During the course of his invective against the consularis Syriae

Eutropius, the sophist brands law a subject for “those of slower intellect” (& TV Trv

320 Or. 62.21.
321 Cribiore 2007: 207 — 210, and 2009: 237f.
322 See Humftress 2007: 81 — 86, and 1999.

323 This qualitative distinction comes more to the fore over the course of the 380s and early 390s, especially
after the institution of an official chair of Latin at Antioch in 388; see Or. 36.8, 58.22, and 3.24.
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Sidvoiav PpaduTtépcov ¢oTiv).3?* This particular governor had undertaken legal training
only after failing in his pursuit of rhetoric, and had proved to be a “blockhead” (AiBos)
even among the law students. Young men who successfully applied themselves to the
Aéyol, on the other hand, knew how to speak and were able to move an audience (kai
veaviokol Aéyew eiddTes kai Keiv dkpoaTriv).3? It is for this reason that legal experts
(iurisperiti or iurisconsulti) had customarily assumed an inferior position in the hierarchy
of the Roman judicial system, acting as private consultants when necessary to litigants
and their rhetorically-trained advocates (advocati, causidici, or in Greek, ouvrjyopot).326
In Oration 2, Libanius laments a perceived reversal of this hierarchy, emphasizing the
once deferential reliance of the iurisperiti on the professional orator: “In the past, those
versed in the law had to bring their books and stand with their eyes upon the orator (6
priTwp), waiting for him to say, ‘Hey, read those please.””??” He elaborates on this state
of affairs in Oration 62, identifying the heightened importance of tax collection under the
administration of Theodosius as the primary factor undermining the status of oratory in
the courtroom during this period.3?® Accordingly, the governors appointed by this

emperor spent less time in adjudication, rejecting long and beautiful speeches (unkn Te

324 Or. 4.18.
325 Or. 62.21.

326 For the most recent treatment of iurisperiti and advocates in the late Roman empire, see Humfress 2007:
32-132.

327 Or. 2.44.

328 Or. 62.43 —44.
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kai K&AAN Adywv) and making it known that the real task of the orator is to cause
trouble (T ToU priTopa cos aAnB&s Epyov ExAov):
k&v SinymonTai Tis k&v éokeppévov Ti kopion, Anpeiv €8ote kai TpiBewv
XPovov, Tous 8¢ duabels TouTouai kai ToAAoUs kal Tév dyopaiwy
oudtv PeATious kai vedpaot pudAAov 1 evpwvia Tepl v eicépxovTal

Si1ddokovTas ToUTous iIoXupoUs ETToinoev.

And if anyone offers detailed description and introduces a carefully
considered argument, he seems to speak foolishly and waste time. This
has given influence to a great many ignoramuses, who are no better than
the vulgar masses, instructing the court about their concerns with a nod
rather than by mellifluous delivery.

The old ways (Ta apxaia €6n) had passed, according to Libanius, superseded by a topsy-
turvy era that valorized ignorance and boorishness (auabia), in which it is advantageous
not to know how to speak (TTAeovéktnua TO ur) SYvacBai Aéyew) and practicing rhetoric
was a matter of reproach (FykAnua t6 pnTopevetv ikavdds).

Moreover, in comparing law students with “those who frequent the
marketplace” (ol &dyopaiot), Libanius once again betrays his upbringing as a member of
the city’s curial elite. He makes this connection between law school and the lower
classes of urban society explicit earlier in this oration:

TOV pEv yap &AAov dmavta Xpovov Tous JEV ATO TV EPyacTnpicov

véous, oig 1} pPOVTIs UTIEP TTis Avaykaias Tpo@fis, Nv ideiv eis Powiknv

g1l TG ToUs vépous AaPeiv idvTas, ol 8¢ ¢€ eudaipdvawv oikicov ofs

YEévos Em@aves Kal Xpripata kai TaTépes AeAeITOUpYNKOTES, EUEVOV €V

Tol§ TUETEPOLS.

During every other period of time, young men from the workshops, who

were concerned primarily with putting food on the table, used to be seen
going to Phoenicia to study the law, while those from prosperous
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households, with distinguished families, property, and fathers who had
performed their civic duties, remained in our classrooms.??°

The sophist fondly recalls that a legal education was once considered a sign of lesser
social status (Tfjs xeipovos TUxns onueiov) among the landed gentry who comprised
Antioch’s city council. But now, the sons of even these well-established families
participate in “the crowded race” to Berytus (TToAUs ToAAGY 6 Bpduos e’ Ekeivo).
Rome, too, frequently enticed Libanius’ students from their rhetorical studies with great
expectations (¢t Tais ueAAovoais eAmiow) for office, power, marriage, a life at the
imperial court, and access to the emperor.?3° Thus, the study of Roman law not only
failed to uplift the humbler members of imperial polis society from their natural state of
ignorance and vulgarity, but also undermined the cultural and educational advantages of
the Hellenic elite by offering them the hope of honor and influence beyond the bounds of
their native cities. In other words, this shift in educational priorities threatened to
collapse the traditional social hierarchy of the eastern Roman empire to the level of its
lowest common denominator.

As part of his rhetorical strategy to restore the authority of the Aéyor and thereby
reconstitute the proper socio-political structure of the Greek east, Libanius depicts the
study of law as a corrupting influence on vital civic institutions, the mental faculties of

Antioch’s youth, and, perhaps most importantly, the very nature of rhetoric itself. In a

329 Or. 62.21.
330 Or. 43.5: evTelBev dycyal ouxvai vécwv kai TAoia TAoUY éva TOV e Peouns pepdueva kpOTOS TE

TV kopGopéveov Taldapicwv e Tals ueAhovoals EATiow. ai 8¢ eiow dpxr, duvaoTeia, yduos, v
RaoctAeiols BiatpiPai, TO SiaAéyecbal BaciAel.
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pair of speeches from 388, the sophist castigates the ambitious and self-aggrandizing
principales (Greek, mpcdtot) of the city council for encouraging their fellow councilors
to send their sons to Berytus or Rome.?3! Those among the curial elite who studied
abroad did so not for the sake of justice (Umep Sikaioouvns), or to prevent an accidental
transgression of the laws, or to facilitate communication between the council and
imperial administration through their knowledge of Latin, but rather to escape
membership on the council and the civic obligations attendant on their status.3*? As the
most distinguished of Antioch’s citizenry (ot opddpa eudokiurjoavTes) had
demonstrated, such an education was useless (u&Taiov) or, at best, of little importance
(ouikpov) to the duties of a councilor, and wholly unnecessary in making a name for
oneself. Unlike students of rhetoric, then, law students were not passionate about the
subject itself but what it produced (ouk aUTéV Ekeiveov pav, TGV 8¢ ¢ auTdV
puouévaov), that is, curial immunity. Thus, it should be no surprise that young men of
curial origin came out of law school as pompous snobs (oi oepvoi) who felt it beneath
them to recognize their native cities (ouk aglotvTes eidéval Tas EQUTAV).

However, according to Libanius, a legal education not only undermined the
traditional and essential Hellenic value of civic patriotism (piAomaTpia), but corrupted

the mental faculties of its recipients as well. Oration 62 discusses the impact of such an

31 0r. 48.22 — 24 and 49.26 — 30. These orations are considered “doublets” by most of Libanius’
commentators and therefore both dated to the autumn of 388 based on the internal evidence of Or. 49; see
Norman 1977: 417f.

332 Or. 48.22 and 23.
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education upon the minds of those who had already received training in rhetoric,
disputing the common misconception among the contemporary civic elite that knowledge
of Latin and law was simply added to the fruits of their previous scholarly labors:

AeAribaot 8¢ opas avtous auTi ToU TpocAaPeiv avTiAauPAavovTes. ov
Y&p TO Hv ocdleTal Tols Exouat, TO Bt emeloépxeTal, GAAX TO pév {ows
elogpxeTal, <TO B¢ oUK 0TIV 815 OUK EEEPXETAL>, OU Y&p oldv Te TNV
Si&volav &pkeiv Opol PSS Te TNV TOUTWV KTHOW TPds TE TNV EKEIVOV
PUAakTiy, AN’ & ToUTe TTPOooéxwV EKETVO SlaPrikev, CIOT  Aueivous &v
foav TAvTa Tols véuols S18GvTes TOV XpOvov 1 ToUTou TS TTAéov
avaAiokovTes p&Tnv.

But they have failed to notice that they are receiving a substitution instead

of an addition. For the earlier knowledge is not preserved for those who

have it when something new is introduced, but the latter enters the mind,

perhaps, and the former must depart. The intellect is not sufficient to

acquire new knowledge and preserve the old both at the same time;

whoever devotes himself to the former dismisses the latter, so that they

would be better off giving all of their time to the law than squandering the

greater part of it in vain.333
Furthermore, in a passage laced with legal terminology, the sophist concedes that there is
no case to be made (o Siadikaciav éoTi Aaxeiv) against the greater utility of an
expertise in Roman law: students did well to consider pursuing the vouor a “more useful
activity” (xpnowcotepov mpdyua) than instilling the Adyor.33* Yet this oration was

written as an apology for his effectiveness as a teacher, not as a contribution to the long-

standing philosophical debate over the relationship between the good and the useful. For

33 Or. 62.22. In spite of his assertion that these two disciplines are incompatible, Libanius does in fact
praise individuals for their proficiency in both on several occasions in his letters; cf., e.g., Ep. 339 (B62),
668 (B79), 871, and 1296 (C118). Cribiore 2007: 212 notes that Libanius continued this type of epistolary
praise into the 390s; see Ep. 974 (of 390) and 1032 (of 393).

34 Or. 62.23.
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this reason, he is content to demonstrate that while these secondary studies (oi evTtepot)
gained strength, the eloquence garnered from an earlier education in rhetoric (oi
mpoTepol) was erased, either wholly or in large part.

It was not long, however, before Libanius did take issue with the supposed utility
of an education in law. Speaking before an audience of his fellow teachers in the winter
of 385/6, he disputes the current notion that legal studies are the provider of all good
things (o1 xopnyol amavTtwyv ayabddv), and rhetoric mere nonsense, a source only of
toil and poverty (oUdev &AAo ATV U6Aov kai éveov kai mevias adpopurjv).’* In fact,
the trip to Rome profits only a few, he maintains, while the majority returns empty-
handed and somewhat deprived of understanding (TTapeiAovtés Ti1 ToU ppoveiv).
Libanius makes his case most vividly with the story of a certain Alexander in the closely
contemporary Oration 40.33% This fugitive peasant, who had amassed a fortune as a
ruthless and unscrupulous moneylender, went to war with the authority of Plato (o T
ToU TTA&Twvos apxi memoAeunkdds) and spat upon the rhetorical studies offered at
Antioch (kaTamTUoas TGV NueTépwv diatpiBdov), sending his sons to Rome instead
with high hopes (neydAat ¢éATides) and at great personal expense. Although initially
incredulous of rumors of their ignorance (auabia), Alexander had to endure the rejoicing

of his enemies and the lamentations of his friends after one son returned:

35 Or. 43.4 — 5. External evidence from Or. 36.13 (of 386) and 1.241f. provides the date; cf. Norman
2000: 111 —114.

336 Or. 40.6 — 7 and 10.
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oUTes oudeév eidcas v eidéval XxpTv O PriTwp TEPIPXETO, UIKPOV

EITIETY, OUBEY v dudpamddou PeATicov, oudt yap eidcdAou ye ékeivos,

oUte Aéy v oudtv oUte AéyovTi TPpooéxwov, TOCOUTOV ATTEXWY <TOU>

Xxprioachal TG oTéUaTL, OTE Kal TO VEJOOL KAUATOV EXEIV AQUTE.

He came back knowing nothing that an orator must know, with little to

say, and no better than a slave; for he was no more than a phantom, able

neither to speak nor attend to a speech, and so far from using his mouth

that he has even a decline in toil 33’
The arrival of this “gift of Hermes” (épuaiov), Libanius notes with great irony and
satisfaction, served to staunch the flow of young men to Rome and profited the Greek
Aéyor. This was not to last, however, for in spite of the obvious educational deficiencies
of this “speechless” (&pcovos) student, the object of this invective, Eumolpius,
nevertheless procured for him the position of assessor (TT&pedpos) to his brother
Dometius.?3® As a consequence, the study of law was shown to be an effective vehicle
for political advancement and the Antiochene youth resumed once more their annual
exodus to Italy: “again the harbors and again the ships, the Adriatic and the Tiber” (kai
&AW Aipéves kal TaAw vijes kai Adpias kai OuuPpis).3¥

According to Oration 62, this shift in educational priorities corrupted both the

administration of justice in the Greek east, and the way rhetoric itself was practiced,

fostering a breed of advocates who were not simply ignorant and unable to speak, but

37 Cf. Ep. 951 (N167), where Libanius claims that students return from Rome “not much different than
sheep” (oi 0¥ TOAAGD TV PooknudTeov SiapépovTes).

338 Eumolpius (PLRE 295) was a younger relation and old friend of Libanius, and served as the consularis
Syriae of 384/5; cf. Or. 40.1 and 1.189, and Ep. 75 (B119).

339 Or. 40.7.
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also shameless and unscrupulous. Instead of waiting to be approached, these individuals
hired agents (uoBolvtal Tpooaywyéas), snatched litigants, flattered hucksters
(koAakevovuol kammAous), and sent submissive letters (TaTeivas émoToA&s) to
neighboring towns.3*® Worse still, they spread their corruption throughout the judicial
administration of the eastern empire, enslaving themselves to the governors’ assistants
(SouAevouot Tols TV ApxdvTwv UtmpéTtals), colluding with the court criers to split
future profits (Utep TV Ecopéveov kepddv), and purchasing the right of entrance from
the magistrates who brought cases into court (covoUvTal Tas eilcddous TTapd TGV
eloaywyéwv). As a result, the nature of court oratory changed, in Libanius’ opinion, for
the worse: “These are the strengths of contemporary rhetoric, shouting, lying, and
swearing falsely, causing an uproar and spreading chaos, making promises and offering
bribes” (TauTl y&p €oTi Tiis viv pNTOPIKTS TO KpaTOS, Borjoal, yevocaobau,
gmopkiioal, Tapdfal, B6puBov éuPaleiv, Utooxéobal, Solvat). Naturally, in such a
depraved environment, Libanius’ students were at a disadvantage, for under his
instruction they learned not only the art of public speaking but a sense of decency as well
(ueT& ToU Aéyew aioxUveoBar). Thus, while advocates who had received a traditional
education had few clients and made little profit, this new class of legal experts (dikéov

TexviTal), whose minds had become “thoroughly barbarous” (ai yuxai ai

340 Or. 62.41.
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exBeBapPBapcopevat), left court each day “with their hands full of gold” (éumAricavTes

Xpuoou Tas xelpas).34!

The Business of Government

Toward the end of his apology for traditional Greek aideia, Libanius turns at last
to the relationship between rhetorical training and governance. In addressing the
criticism that only a small number of his students have become provincial governors, he
argues that governorships are “gifts of Fortune” (8copa Ttijs Tuxns), and so not the
inevitable outcome of such training (oUx év Tij pUoel Tijs Téxvns).>*? For this reason,
while the sophist agrees with his critics that an education in rhetoric is necessary “for
those who intend to govern well” (¢yco 8¢ Seiv utv pnTopikiis Tols péAAouot KaAdds
&pEev dpoAoyd), it is, in his view, not a prerequisite for actually receiving such a
position. Yet, although Libanius confidently assumes agreement (opoAoyia) that
students of rhetoric are ideal candidates for the imperial administration, what follows is
less an apology for his success rate than an impassioned defense of the benefits of
rhetorical training in the government of the empire. To this end, he cites three former
students who had served as provincial governors, defining their qualities in office in

terms of the corruption they fought.

341 Or. 62.45.

342 Or. 62.50.

154



The first of these rhetorically trained statesmen is Themistius of Heraclea, who
had studied under Libanius from 355 to 357 and been named praeses of Lycia in 361 at
the very early age of twenty-four.3*> Although he had attended school at Antioch for only
two years and apparently questioned the usefulness of his studies at the time, in Oration
62, Themistius is refashioned as an ideal “sophistic” governor who enables the province
to recover from the corruption of previous officials.?** Upon his arrival, the young
governor found the inhabitants “ruined by the depredations of his predecessors” (Tafs
TV Eutrpoobev khomais SiepBapuévov).3* Unlike the thieving officials before him,
Themistius judged that his salary from the emperor sufficed and therefore led the Lycians
“to abundance” (eis eumropiav). “He achieved great wealth by leaving his subjects
wealthy” (uéyav TAoUTov fjveyke TO TAouToUVTAS OV NpEe kataAimeiv), Libanius
remarks. Moreover, while he worked to improve the material circumstances (T
mpayuaTa) of his province, Themistius added “the work of sophists” (Ta Tédv
ocoploTAV épya) to the functions of his office by delivering orations at the festivals of
every city under his jurisdiction. Consequently, under his administration, the teachers of

Lycia also profited (AvoiteAeiv), but more from listening than from speaking.

343 BL.7G 307 (iii), PLRE 894 (2).

344 Ep. 309.1: “You were distressed during the course of your education, supposing that you were wasting
your effort on something useless” (oU 8¢ foxaAAes Taideudpevos TéTe oiduevos Tepl Tp&yua &xpnoTov
avaAiokew TOV Vo). In Ep. 579 (C182), however, Libanius reports to Themistius’ father, Heortius, on
his son’s marked improvement.

345 Or 62.55.
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Libanius’ next example, the “noble” (‘yevvaios) Andronicus, required a good deal
more rhetorical finesse, for this former student and friend had accepted two offices under
the usurper Procopius and been subsequently executed by Valens in 366.34¢ Prior to the
usurpation, however, he had served as the governor of Phoenicia in 360 — 361, a province
“daring in its bribery” (1) 8oUvai Suvauévn).>*” When the Phoenicians came bearing their
customary offerings, which they called “gifts” (8épa) and concealed under the pretext of
the New Year’s festival, Andronicus initially threatened to arrest their slaves, but instead
granted them leniency and ordered that they learn the distinction between a governor and
a hired servant (uoBcotns). In this way, Libanius writes, Andronicus became “a more
consummate guardian of each man’s property than even the owners themselves” (pUAag
B¢ £y£€veTo TGOV EkGoTOls SVTwv akpiPéoTepos deommoTddv). What is perhaps more
impressive, though, was his capacity to resist the influence of previous holders of high
office, the honorati, who were accustomed to giving orders (¢mtaTTew) to the governor
of Phoenicia, and intimidating him into considering “their own desires before the
laws” (Trpd TGV véucov ToleloBal TOV SikaoTrhv Tas ékelvaov émbunias).3*® Andronicus
brought an end to such “tyranny” (Tupavvis) not through violence or shouting (oux

UBpeotv oudt kpauyals), but by demonstrating that “he respected no man more than

346 BLZG 71 (ii), PLRE 64 (3). In Or. 1.171, Libanius blames Andronicus’ execution on the deception of
Hierius of Damascus, a philosopher and former governor whom the sophist had introduced to his former
student in 360, Ep. 195 (N67). For Hierius, see PLRE 430 (4).

347 Or. 62.56; cf. Ep. 1296.2 (C118), where Libanius describes the Phoenicians as “knowledgeable in
acquiring riches” (ol TAouTiCew émoTéuevol).

348 Or. 62.57.
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justice (t& dikaia).” Thus, the honorati “were educated” (émaideudnoav) to request
only what was not unjust (ouk &3ikov) to receive, both inside the courtroom and out.

Unfortunately, Andronicus’ reputation for administrative excellence (&pxikos)
drew the attention of the usurper Procopius, who summoned him from retirement in Tyre
to serve first as governor of Bithynia and then vicarius of Thrace. Yet even under these
circumstances, Libanius is able to defend the sound judgment (yvcoun) of his former
student.?* Although the sophist maintains that Andronicus was coerced into accepting
office, he nevertheless performed his duties both faithfully (moTds) and with the
diligence (p1Admovos) he had cultivated in his studies.>>® The choice he faced, then, is
portrayed as one between continuing his support for a militarily inferior usurper and the
disgrace (8veidos) of turning traitor in order to become rich (TrAouTeiv). Naturally, as a
former student of Libanius and a recipient of traditional Greek audeia, he chose the
latter, and in doing so, maintained his honor (86€a). Indeed, even his execution provides
proof of his virtue, for when Valens confiscated his property and witnessed “the
meagerness of his possessions” (1) Tév dvTwv BpaxuTns), he was amazed at
Andronicus’ character (¢6aupace TOV TpdTOV).

Lastly, and briefly, Libanius discusses the administration of the learned Celsus, a

student of his in Nicomedia who had himself taught rhetoric before serving as the

349 Or. 62.60.

30 Or. 62.58 — 59.
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consularis of Syria in 363 —364.33! This native of Antioch was able to govern his fellow
citizens, his relatives, and his friends justly (6p8cds), without overstepping the laws to
show them favor (oUte véuous TapaPas i Tpods ekeivous xdapitt).3>? What is more, he
did so and yet preserved both his friendships and justice (ueTa TV Sikaicov Tas PiAias
euAdEas). This, Libanius maintains, is “the rarest thing of all” (to mwavtcov
OTTAVICOTATOV).

Together, these three former students of Libanius represent different facets of the
concept of piAavBpcotia, a term that gained wide currency in the Greek east during the
fourth century and was applied as a supreme virtue to both emperors and individuals.
While Glanville Downey argued in his now classic study that pagan authors such as
Themistius, Julian, and Libanius offered this classical principle as a counterpart to
Christian &y &, in the context of Oration 62, this concept instead serves to distinguish
the recipients of traditional Greek Tau8eia in the administration of the empire.333
Accordingly, Themistius of Heraclea restored the inhabitants of Lycia to prosperity
through his temperance and selflessly exceeded his official duties in order to adorn their
cities with eloquence; Andronicus corrects the venal habits of the Phoenicians by his
clemency and educates the local honorati in the proper exercise of personal influence;

and Celsus offers a lesson to his fellow Antiochenes on the distinction between friendship

351 BL7ZG 104 (i), PLRE 193 (3). Celsus studied under Libanius at Nicomedia c. 350, Ep. 742. For his
status as a rhetor, see Ep. 783, Or. 18.159.

352 Or. 62.61. Celsus was a wealthy and influential member of Antioch’s curial elite, Ep. 86 (N44).

353 Downey 1955.
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and favoritism in the administration of justice. In short, their pithavBpcoTia is expressed
in terms of their opposition to various forms of administrative corruption.

In stark contrast to these exemplary officials, Libanius depicts his chief critic as a
model of inhumanity (&mavBpcotia) and an impostor of an orator. This unnamed
honoratus, “who knew nothing except how to praise himself and slander others,” had
filled Antioch with talk of his fabulous riches, his singular speaking ability, and his
unique administrative skills.3>* Libanius does not dispute his wealth, but asserts that it
derives “from the cruelty of his usury” (¢k Tfjs COUOTNTOS Tijs TePL TOUs TOKOUS).35
Without pity for widows or orphans and “unbending before a flood of tears, shouting, and
screaming,” he ruined many households and made beggars of their women and children;
and “based upon these profits more dreadful than all forms of beggary” (&mi képSeot
Téaons dewoTépols TTwxeias), he called himself fortunate (eUdaiucov). For the sake of
continuing this practice, he gave up his governorship to accept a lesser position as
assessor to a prefect. During the five months he spent in this post, he behaved “as a
robber instead of a reasonable money-lender” (AnoTrs cov &vTi SaveloTou peTpiou), and
in collecting his dues, he was “more savage than the Cyclops, all but tearing the flesh
from the poor” (&ypicoTepds eoTt ToU KUkAcoTos povovou Tas odpKas TGV

Tevopévwv atmoomddv). Libanius concludes:

354 Or. 62.63.

335 Or. 62.64 — 65.
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To10UTOS MUV 6 Kpoioos avTi ToU TTaktwAoU Thv dmavbpwtiav
aUuTdS THY aUTou kapTroUpevos, Utap dvap Aoyifduevos Tdékous, U
TAVTCOV HICOUHEVOS, €V HEv TOTs TGV &AAcov kakols paidpds, év 8¢ Tols
KaAols TepiAuTros, U pgv Taoxew &Eicdov, Tois 8 el ToloUot TTOAEUGV
s &v NBiknuévos, Bedicos ur) xaptv dSpoAoyroas eis duoiPris Gvdyknv
kaTtakAeloB7). s &’ ouk EueAAes TAOUTEIV T& TGV Ppidwv
APAIPOUHEVOS Kal TAS AKaLPias EKEIVOV KAIPOV 0AUTE TGV KAOTICOV
TTOLOUUEVOS;

This is our Croesus; instead of the Pactolus, he personally turns his

inhumanity into profit; waking or sleeping he counts up his interest, hated

by everyone, happy at the troubles of the rest and aggrieved at their

success, demanding preferential treatment and quarrelling with those who

treat him well, as if he had been ill done by, afraid that, if he condescends

to accept a favor, he will inevitably be bound to repay it. Of course you

would make a fortune if you rob your friends and regard their ill-fortunes

as a chance for you to thieve.3¢
Thus, through his amavBpcotia, this anonymous sonoratus turned the imperial
bureaucracy into a source of profit for himself, instead of those he governed. Indeed, so
great was his inhumanity that not even his friends benefited under his administration.

Yet this critic, it seems, had some reputation as an orator and had even married the
daughter of a “lover of eloquence” (Adycwv épaoTris).?>” Thus, as in the case of the
governor Eustathius, with whom this study began, Libanius was once again compelled to
reconcile his subject’s literary pretensions with his very unliterary behavior in office. In
this instance, the sophist claims that his detractor bought his speeches “like anything else

for sale in the market” (cdomep &AAo Ti TGV wvicov dyopdlev), making him a mere

actor (Utrokpitris) who knows nothing except delivery (TrAnv eupcovias). For a student,

356 Or. 62.66, trans. by Norman 2000: 107. The River Pactolus was in Lydia and carried gold dust down
from Mount Tmolus, Hdt. 5.101.

37 0r. 62.67 — 68.
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such behavior was disgraceful (aioxpév), Libanius observes, but for an individual
“engaged in palace affairs, who for a long time provided his tongue for the emperor’s
letters” (TO 8" v BaoiAeios oTpepduevov kai Tapéxovta BactAel Ty autol

YA TTAV Eis émoToAds TaAa), it is certainly “worthy of the deepest

dishonor” (éoxaTtns aTipias &GElov).

Conclusion: A Hellenic Aristocracy of Virtue

Within the body of his writings, Libanius constructs a narrative of political
corruption that is inextricably linked to the declining popularity of traditional Greek
Toudeia, especially among the families of the curial elite. This narrative begins under
Constantius II, who placed lowly secretaries into powerful positions within the imperial
administration and thereby enhanced the status of shorthand writing, a mere technical
skill in the mind of Antioch’s leading sophist. Under the reign of this emperor in
particular, the toils of a rhetorical education were abandoned for the easy success
afforded to training in shorthand, and self-discipline gave way to idleness and luxury.
Worse still, such men lacked the practical wisdom attained in the study of rhetoric, and as
a result, confusion and disorder rippled across the empire.

Although the influence of the imperial secretariat declined after the death of
Constantius, the threat posed by shorthand was replaced by the growing prestige of Latin
and Roman law. While legal studies involved considerably more rigor shorthand, it still

lacked the literary and rhetorical elements of Greek maideia, and was therefore portrayed
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by Libanius as second rate. Nevertheless, the expanding imperial bureaucracy favored
those with legal expertise and young men from all levels of Antiochene society departed
for the law schools at Berytus and Rome. Those among the curial elite who had some
prior rhetorical training returned to Antioch unable to speak. In the courtroom, as legal
experts gained prominence over trained orators, violence and abuse replaced civility and
eloquence, and success was measured in terms of monetary gain. This mentality infected
the ranks of the administration as well, where humanity (piAavBpwTia) of the
rhetorically educated yielded to the inhumanity (&mavBpcotia) of bribery and extortion.

Although it would be dangerous to accept this narrative as a direct reflection of
fourth century reality, Libanius’ rhetorical construction of corruption did, in many ways,
address the anxieties of his age. The development and expansion of an imperial
administrative apparatus that charged fees for its services produced a growing number of
individuals with wealth and power who originated from across the complex social
hierarchy of the late Roman empire. Confronted with the potential for material gain and
personal influence offered by a career in the bureaucracy, Libanius was compelled to
justify the benefits of a traditional aristocratic education in literature and rhetoric not only
to a new class of elites from various social backgrounds, but also to the more established
families of the city councils of the Greek east who faced the threat of displacement. As a
means to this end, Antioch’s official sophist fashions a rhetoric of corruption that

emphasizes the effectiveness of traditional Greek aideia in bestowing status and
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legitimacy upon its recipients. Thus, in a letter to a former student, Julius, who was the
son of a renowned governor but had himself grown lax in his education, Libanius writes:

TTapdvta pév oe T& ptv EmeiBov, T 8¢ nvdykalov Tous Utép Adycov
UTropévely TTévous: viv 8t TO BeUTepov Hev oUk av duvaiunv Tpods
améVTa TOLETY, TTAPAIVE B¢ 0ol HEY1oTOV VOUiCe TGV &yabdov
Tadeiav kal undev Bapu Tédv émi TauTnv aydvtwv. TouTto & av
o101, €l TEPIPEPOIS €V TT) YuxT] TNV aiTiav, &g’ fis © TaThp ool Kai
&pxet kal peTa BavpaTos. TauTi puév yap ov moAATv Treplovciav, oy
OPAV CCOUATOS, OUK EUYEvEIaV EUPTIOELs aUTE dedcokuiav, AN’ dvta
aupdTepa ddpa TGOV Adycov.

When you here, I both persuaded you and forced you to withstand the
labors of rhetoric. I would not be able to do the latter now, since you are
away, but I urge you to consider that education is the greatest of goods,
and that none of the things that lead to it is heavy to bear. You would do
this if you bore in mind the reason why your father governs and elicits
admiration. You will find that those things do not derive from great
wealth, physical beauty, and noble birth, but are both the gifts of
rhetoric.>8

Thus, like Symmachus, Libanius too was engaged in the task of fashioning an aristocracy
of virtue for the rapidly changing social environment of the fourth-century Roman

empire.

358 Ep. 1335 (C123), trans. by Cribiore 2007: 288.
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Chapter Four

Gold, God, and Envy:
Gregory of Nazianzus and the Corruption of the True Philosophical Life

Following his brief and tempestuous tenure as bishop of Constantinople, Gregory
of Nazianzus devoted his remaining years to rewriting his life in the leisure of his family
estate at Arianzus.*° Among the works produced during this period is Oration 42,
ostensibly a farewell address (Adyos ouvtaxTripios) to his fellow bishops assembled at
the capital for the ecumenical council of 381 that also functions as a defense (admoAoyia)
of his conduct in ecclesiastical office.3 Their criticisms, he argues, stem largely from
their failure to comprehend the significance of his uncompromising independence:

OU t& moAA& oupgépopat Tois ToAAols, oudt Thv avutnv Badilew

avéxouar Bpacéws pev 1ows kai auaddds, maoxw & olv duws. Avid

HE T& TAOV EAAwV TepTVd, Kal TEpTTOoUAl TOTs £Tépcov Aviapois. ‘WoTe

oUk av Baupdoaiut oude TolUTo, €l kai debeinv, cos duoxpnoTos, kai
avonTtaivelv 8éEaiu Tols ToAAois.

359 Gregory was ordained bishop of Constantinople on November 27, 380, shortly after the arrival of the
new, strongly pro-Nicene emperor, Theodosius I, and was pressured into resigning in late June or early July
of 381. Prior to his ordination, he had served as the de facto leader of the capital’s embattled Nicene
community, arriving sometime in 378 or 379; cf. Pouchet 1992: 23 — 26 (early 378), Barnes 1997: 13
(autumn 378), Bernardi 1995: 153, 175 — 177 (early 379), and McGuckin 2001b: 236 — 240 (autumn 379).
Greg. Naz. Carm. 2.1.12.101 (De se ipso et episcopis), PG 37.1173 describes the total term of his residence
as three years. For some general surveys of Gregory’s tenure in Constantinople, see Mossay 1977,
McGuckin 2001b: 229 — 369, and Van Dam 2002: 136 — 156.

360 Although Bernardi 1992: 7 — 17 maintains that Oration 42 was a fictive composition, written entirely
after Gregory’s retirement, McGuckin 2001b: 361 — 367 argues that it was likely based on a real address
delivered during a formal farewell celebration at the capital. The immediate audience of the written oration
was probably his circle of friends and supporters in Constantinople and at the imperial court, McLynn
1997: 299 — 302 and 1998: 478 —479. For the most recent detailed analysis of the oration as a whole, see
Elm 1999, and the most recent English translation, Daley 2006: 138 — 154, with notes on 236 — 244.
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In many respects, I do not agree with the multitude, nor do I suffer to walk

the same path; perhaps I am impudent and uneducated, yet this is

nevertheless how I feel. Things that others find pleasurable trouble me,

and I find pleasure in what is troublesome to others. Consequently, I

would not be surprised if I were put in chains as a deviant and seemed

devoid of intelligence to many.3¢!
In particular, as leader of the council, Gregory had refused to participate in what he
describes as the worldly ambitions and personal rivalries of the bishops in attendance. To
valorize his own behavior over that of his critics, he likens such ecclesiastical politicking
and its associated theological affectations not only to the “pastimes of children” (Traidcov
abupuaTa), but more importantly, to the popular entertainments of the hippodrome and
theater, two sources of corruption in the writings of his non-Christian contemporary,
Libanius. “I cannot bear your horse races and theatrical performances,” he exclaims,
“nor this equivalent madness in spending money and zealously pursuing victory” (Ou
PEPLO TOUS ITTTTIKOUS UHGDV, Kal Ta BéaTpa, kal TNy avTippoTrov TauTnv yaviav év Te
damavruaot kai omouddouaoct). For this reason, Gregory suffered (mabeiv) much like a
certain Greek philosopher, whose moderation (ccoppoouvn) was mistaken as madness

(navia), “because he laughed at all things, perceiving what is zealously pursued by many

as worthy of laughter” (61 SieyéAa Ta mévta, yéAwTos Opddv &Ela T& Tols ToAAoTs

361 Or. 42.22. All translations are my own unless otherwise stated.
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otmoudaldueva).3®2 Worse still, his fellow bishops had failed to recognize that his
actions were compelled by the power of the Spirit (TTveUuaTtos dUvapus), not a drunken
loss of wits (ppevcdov ékoTaots). In this respect, he compares himself to “the students of
Christ” (ot XproTol pabnrai), who, when granted the ability to speak in tongues by the
Holy Spirit, were also mocked by some in the crowd as full of new wine (yAeUkous
HECTOS). 303

Yet this oration operates as much more than an exercise in self-fashioning; it is
one of four works composed within the first year of Gregory’s retirement that together
constituted a literary campaign to influence “the formation of a new Christian elite” and
establish “the components of true Christian leadership.”%* Consequently, many of the
criticisms addressed within also serve to define the ideal bishop. To those who had
reproached him for “the ambitious display of his dinner table, his awe-inspiring garb, his

processions, and his pompous manner of address” (To 8¢ Tfis Tpamélns pIASTIHOY, TO B¢

362 This laughing philosopher is almost certainly Democritus of Abdera (born ¢. 460 BCE), an early
propounder of atomism who first appears laughing in Cic. De or. 2.235 and Hor. Epist. 2.1.194 — 200.
During the imperial period, he was coupled with “the weeping philosopher,” Heraclitus, and the pair came
to represent the Cynic and Stoic reactions, respectively, to the vanity of human affairs; see Sen. Ira 2.10.5
and Trang. 15.2, Juv. 10.28 — 53, and Lucian De mort. Peregr. 7, Sacrif. 15, and Vit. auct. 13 — 14. The
fullest account of Democritus’ laughter, and the most relevant here, is found in the apocryphal Letters of
Hippocrates (10 — 17), where the physician is summoned by the Abderites to cure Democritus of his
madness, but determines that the philosopher is, in fact, saner than other men. Cf. Lutz 1954: 309 — 314
and Stewart 1958: 179 — 191. Daley 2006: 242 n. 704 correctly proposes Democritus of Abdera as “the
laughing philosopher,” but wrongly identifies Diog. Laert. 9.36 as the source of this appellation.

363 These “students” (uaBnTai), of course, are the twelve apostles; cf. Acts 2.1 — 13.

364 Elm 2000b, quotes on 412 and 417. Included in this campaign are Oration 43, a Aéyos ¢émTdplos
delivered on behalf of Basil of Caesarea on January 1, 382, and the two autobiographical poems, De se ipso
et episcopis (Carm. 2.1.12, PG 37.1166 — 1227) and De vita sua (Carm. 2.1.11, PG 37.1029 — 1166); cf.
McLynn 1997 and Elm 1999.
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Tiis é0bfiTos aidéoipov, ai 8¢ mpdodol, TO 8¢ coPapdv PO TOUS EVTUY XAVOVTAS),
Gregory responds with a feigned and ironic naiveté, confessing that he was unaware his
position entailed competition with consuls, prefects, and the most distinguished of
generals.’% As one “who delights in the fare of beggars” (kaTtatpupdov TéV
TTwXIKGVY), he failed to realize that he must fill his belly, enjoy life’s necessities to
excess, and “belch upon” (katepeUyecban) the altars. Nor, finally, was he aware that a
bishop should be borne along by luxurious horses and raised high upon resplendent litters
to be paraded around and whistled at, parting the crowd as if he were a wild beast
(cdomrep Bnpiov) and visible from afar. Such misconceptions concerning the character
and role of the Christian bishop, according to Gregory, were especially prevalent among
the turbulent and fickle Constantinopolitan laity, who “seek not priests, but rhetors; not
stewards of souls, but guardians of the coffers; not pure officials to offer sacrifice, but
mighty champions” (oU y&p CnTouotv iepels, GAA& priTopas: oUdt Wuxcv oikovduous,
AAA& xpnudTwv puAakas: oudt BUTas kabapous, AAA& TTpooTdTas ioxupous).

As his earlier comparisons suggest, Gregory’s ideal bishop was a philosopher,
disdainful of the petty ambitions of this world like his ancient Greek counterparts, yet
filled with the Holy Spirit like the original disciples of Christ. Accordingly, when he
requests that his audience grant him solitude (épnuia) and the countryside (&ypoikia), as
he does in this passage, intending to please God through his frugality (Si&x Trjs

eUTeleias), it is the secluded contemplation and study of Scripture at his family estate

365 Or. 42.24.
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that he seeks, not the desert withdrawal of the hermits of Syria.3%® This “home-based”
monasticism, which was heavily influenced by the classical elite ideal of leisure (otium)
and centered around the labors of the mind, was also to be distinguished from the
egalitarian lifestyle and physical labors of the cenobitic monasticism practiced by his
friend, Basil of Caesarea.’%” Contemplation (6ecopia), however, constituted only part of
Gregory’s vision of the philosophical life, serving as essential preparation for a carefully
measured involvement in the affairs (rpd&€eis) of the Christian community.’%® As Brian
Daley astutely points out, “Like the classical philosophers before him, Gregory realized
that philosophy was not simply theoretical speculation but commitment to virtue,
detachment from cares and passionate fixations, and longing for union with God.”3¢
Thus, in the words of Susanna Elm, Gregory demanded from his ideal Christian bishop “a
philosophical life of action.”37°

In this last chapter, I shall examine the language and rhetoric of corruption in the

writings of Gregory of Nazianzus as it pertains to both his construction of the

366 On the similarities between Gregory and the hermits of Syria, see McLynn 1998.

367 McGuckin 2001b: 87 — 99; Gregory’s monasticism is referred to as “home-based” on 88 n. 17. On
Gregory’s contribution to the development of the monk-bishop ideal, see Sterk 2004: 119 — 140.

368 Elm 2003: 497f. notes that the tension between the Bios BecopnTicds and the Rios TpakTikds is a central
theme in Gregory’s corpus, as well as the basis of his historiographical persona as an “ecclesiastical
failure;” cf. ElIm 2000a and b. On Gregory’s “middle way” between these two spheres of activity, see
Spidlik 1976, esp. 360.

369 Daley 2006: 41.

370 Elm 2003: 268f. Drawing her conclusions largely from Oration 2, Elm interprets Gregory’s
construction of a “philosophy of action” as a response both to the continuing debate within the Christian
community over the nature of the Trinity, and to the emperor Julian’s claim “that the (neo) Platonic
philosophical life of theory was the sole path toward the universal God.” This latter aspect he shared with
the influential philosopher-senator, Themistius.
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philosopher-bishop ideal and his fashioning of himself as the perfect candidate for this
idealized office. Whereas Elm has focused largely on the roles of the emperor Julian and
Gregory’s theologically ignorant successor, Nectarius, in the development of this ideal, I
shall begin my investigation with Maximus the Cynic, a rival claimant not just to the
episcopal throne of Constantinople, but more importantly, to the image and authority of
the Christian philosopher.?”! Although Gregory had initially lauded Maximus as a
staunch ally and true Cynic, his sudden betrayal and persistent efforts to obtain
legitimacy for his surreptitious ordination compelled Gregory to refashion this former
supporter from ascetic philosopher to superficial opportunist. Vital to this process is the
language of luxury and self-indulgence, venal ambition and corrosive envy, which
constitutes a rhetoric of corruption that is in many ways similar to that of Symmachus
and Libanius but interwoven with Christian imagery and biblical references.
Furthermore, through such language and imagery, Gregory not only undermines the
qualifications of his episcopal and philosophical rival, but also usurps the mantle of the
philosopher for himself in order to validate his own candidacy. In so doing, he
establishes the parameters for an otium cum dignitate that is at once classical and
Christian, and envisions an ecclesiastical hierarchy that is resistant to the pervasive
venality so commonly associated with the imperial court and administration during this

period.

371 On Julian, see Elm 2001, 2003, and 2006: 182 — 185, and Nectarius, see Elm 2000b. McGuckin 2001a
makes the most comprehensive case for an attack on Nectarius in Gregory’s later apologetic writings.
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The Maximus Affair

The figure of Maximus the Cynic in the corpus of Gregory of Nazianzus was a
source of some confusion, it seems, even to late antique contemporaries. Jerome,
Gregory’s self-proclaimed student in the Scriptures, felt compelled to explain away the
fact that his eloquent mentor had composed both a panegyric and an invective against this
Christian philosopher and staunch opponent of Arianism. The pseudonym Hero, he
notes, has been given to Maximus in the title of one oration “because there is another
work that denounces this same Maximus, as if one may not praise and criticize the same
individual according to circumstances.”?’?> And circumstances had indeed required that
Gregory refashion the image of his former ally in the Nicene cause, for Maximus, in
collusion with Peter, bishop of Alexandria, had attempted to seize Gregory’s own church
of Anastasia and have himself consecrated there as bishop of Constantinople.”3

In his earlier encomium, Oration 25, Gregory depicts Maximus as the ideal
Christian martyr and philosopher, an exemplum of that true nobility (eUyéveia) that is
characterized by piety (eUoéPeia), strength of character (Tpdmos), and “the ascent to the

first good, from whence we came” (1} Tpos TO TP TOV &y abov &vodos, S6ev

372 Jer. De vir. ill. 117.

373 For details on the Maximus affair, see Sajdak 1909: 18 — 48, Bernardi 1968: 168 — 181 and 1995: 191 —
194, Mossay 1982: 229 — 236, McGucken 2001: 311 — 325, and Van Dam 2002: 139 — 142. Peter’s support
must have been particularly troubling, since the bishop of Alexandria not only had been named an arbiter of
orthodox Christianity (together with Damasus of Rome) in an edict of February 27, 380 issued to the
people of Constantinople, but had also previously supported Gregory’s own bid for the episcopal throne;
see CTh 16.1.2 (= CJ 1.1.1), and Greg. Naz. De vita sua (Carm. 2.1.11), vv. 858 — 864.
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yeyovapev).3* This nobleman (6 yevvddas) not only is a champion (&6AnTris) of the
Trinity, having willingly undergone persecution during the reign of the Arian emperor
Valens, but also comes from a family of martyrs (ék papTUpcwv), from whom he received
his education in a virtue (&peTr)) that is at once manly and Christian.3”> With such an

upbringing, Maximus naturally chose a life of greatness, vigor, and transcendence:

Tpuenv pév adtipdlel kai meprouoiav, kai SuvdoTeiav TAéov, 1) ToUs
&AAous ol TaUTa TPoEXOVTES Kal TNV HEV CO§ TTPLOTNV KakoTTabelav,
TNV 8¢ o5 EoXATNV Teviav, TNy 3¢ cos dobévelav TNy AV TATwW,
SiatrTiel kai admoméumetal. Oudtv yap ayabov elval, & urjte BeAtious
Trolel TOUs KekTNHEvous, GAAA kal Xeipous cos T& TOAAG: urjTe Sikx
TéAous TTapapével TOTs EXOUOt.

He shows more disdain for luxury and wealth and power than those who
possess these things in greater abundance show towards everyone else.
Luxury he rejects out of hand as the prime hardship, wealth as the ultimate
poverty, power as the supreme impotence, on the grounds that there is
nothing good about a thing that does not make its possessors better, and in

most cases actually makes them worse, or fails to remain in their
possession to the end.376

Philosophy is the mistress of his passions (1} déomowa TéV Tabddv), and through it he
advances eagerly toward moral beauty (16 kaAdv), severing himself from the material
world (1) UAn) even before he is parted from it. Thus, to the specifically Christian ideal of
a masculinity based on martyrdom and persecution, Gregory adds the more contested
image of the philosopher. However, it is through his Christianity that Maximus became a

true Cynic, maintaining his virtuous character not isolated from but amidst the mass of

374 Or. 25.3.
375 On the Roman manliness of second- and third-century Christian martyrs, see Cobb 2008.

376 Or. 25.4, trans. by Vinson 2003.
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humanity, engaged in acts of Christian piAavBpcwTia. He therefore scorns the supposed
vanity (TUos) and false pretension (dAaloveia) of traditional Hellenic philosophers, but
nevertheless adopts their characteristic robe (TpiBcov) and beard (Umrjvn), and embraces
the Cynic habit of frugal simplicity (To &mépittov).37” Yet in appropriating the imagery
of this traditional non-Christian brand of asceticism, Gregory simultaneously renders his
subject susceptible to traditional accusations of self-indulgence, ambition, and envy, a
rhetorical strategy that he took full advantage of after Maximus’ betrayal.

The most virulent and overt attack on Maximus occurs in the De vita sua, where
Gregory depicts a philosopher whose wisdom is corrupted by luxury and greed. Whereas
in Oration 25 the foreign garb (T6 oxfua) of the Egyptian Cynic is described as
“angelic” (ayyeAikév) and radiantly white to symbolize an innate purity (1} kaT& THv
puotv kabBapdTns), in this autobiographical poem Maximus becomes an effeminate slave
to external appearance.3’® This womanly being (6nAuSpias), a mere phantom
(pavtaoua), had recently curled his lengthy philosopher’s hair and dyed it a golden
blond (xpuooiv), “mostly the work of women, and so now of men” (TrAeioTov
Yuvaikév épyov, eiT’ ouv appévewv). On his face, he wore women’s cosmetics (T& TGV

Yuvaik@v papuaka), an unseemly and wicked habit that acted as a silent proclamation

377 Or. 25.5 — 6. On Diogenes of Sinope and the tradition of Cynicism in the Christian writers of the fourth
century, see Krueger 1993.

378 Or. 25.2: 6 T& fuéTtepa prhocopcdv v &AAoTpie TG oxruaTy Taxa 8¢ oUdt dAAoTpic, eitep

ayyehikodv, 1 Aaumpogopia, kai 1 paidpdTns, STav TUTTOVTAL CLUATIKGS' oUlBoAov, ofual, Touto
Tis KATA TNV QUOIY auT&VY KabBapdTtnTos; De vita sua, vv. 750 — 772,
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of his duplicitous character.3” Moreover, this treacherous “doubleness” (8irAoUv) in
both nature and appearance (Tnv guotv 16 oxiua Te) was amplified through his
combination of male and female elements of fashion, that is, his staff (Baktnpia) and
hair (koun) respectively. More seriously, however, Maximus’ pride in his appearance and
his “beloved curls” (BéoTpuxa pilor) corrupted his ability to reason and his
philosophical achievements as a practitioner of Cynicism. He boasted and thought
himself an individual of repute in Constantinople, “launching arguments from his hair as
if from a sling, and carrying his entire education in his body” (¢€ cov éxoumal’ cos Ti Ti)
TdAel Bokdv, COpous okidlwv PooTpuxols del pilols, TEUTTV Aoyiopous
opevdovwiivals kKépals, Taoav pépcov Taideuotv év TG ocdpaTt). ¥ In this way, then,
the De vita sua unmakes the man that Oration 25 had earlier fashioned as an exemplum
of what Susanna Elm calls “the new masculinity of late antique Christianity.””8!

Nevertheless, Gregory bitterly concedes that Maximus demonstrated a certain sort
of wisdom (co@dv) in his attempt to seize control of Constantinople’s Nicene
community. This “Egyptian Proteus” became one of his most ardent followers, sharing
his roof and table, his doctrines and plans; as a Cynic “dog,” he barked at Gregory’s

enemies (kUwv UAak TV 8ffev Tous kakdppovas), and was a zealous admirer of his

379 For Gregory’s hostility to this practice even amongst women, see Carm. mor. 29, PG 37.884 — 908.
380 De vita sua, vv. 769 — 772.

381 Elm 2006: 172.
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sermons.3%2 Thus, after Maximus became afflicted with an “insatiable
jealousy” (&mavoTtos CijAos), that “disease” (véonua) associated with the pulpit and a
“remnant of the first sickness” (Aeippa Tijs TP TN vdoou), he was able to involve a
deacon and a priest from Gregory’s own flock in his designs, a feat that showed him to be
“rather shrewd” (co@coTepov).383

Gregory draws a distinction, however, between the perverse wisdom of Maximus,
a “novel category amongst evils” (kaivds gv kakols Adyos), and the cleverness
(SewdTns) that he himself holds in esteem.’%* Accordingly, while Maximus was a sophist
(co@ioTrs), his wisdom lay in base things (T& kak&) and he specialized in contriving
plots (ouvBétns).38 Gregory, on the other hand, was a complete stranger to intrigue
(TrAokiis TavTn Eévos), honoring instead the ability to make a wise statement, to admire
a speaker who does so, and to derive the core meaning from Holy Scripture (eimeiv
oco@dv Ti Kal Aéyovta Baupdoarl BiBAwv Te Beicov ekAéyew v kapdiav). In this way,
Gregory establishes a correlation between Maximus’ effeminate obsession with luxury
and appearance, his duplicitous character, and a corruption of his mental faculties that
rendered him unable to comprehend the true wisdom of Christian doctrine. As in the

Libanian corpus, then, public authority for Gregory is underpinned by training and skill

382 De vita sua, vv. 808 — 814; cf. Hom. Od. 4.384 — 386 and 450 — 459.
383 De vita sua, vv. 815 — 817 and 784f.; cf. Wis. 2.24.
384 De vita sua, vv. 786 — 791. The term Sewdtns refers especially to the natural ability of an orator.

385 Gregory also refers to the emperor Julian as “the sophist of evil” () copioTr|s Tfis kakias) in Or. 4.27.
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in rhetorical argumentation and analysis. Within the writings of this Christian
rhetorician, however, the Adyor serve the Adyos, the Word of God, and it is the proper
exegesis of Scripture that ultimately forms the basis of authority within the Church.38¢
But Gregory could only go so far in questioning his rival’s exegetical competence;
Maximus, after all, was known both to his contemporary, Jerome, and to the later
ecclesiastical historian, Sozomen, as a zealous defender of Nicene doctrine.38” Indeed,
the personal rivalry between these two Christian celebrities was, in essence, part of a
wider struggle for episcopal dominance within the Nicene community as a whole. Thus,
in spite of Gregory’s earlier assertion, Maximus did in fact receive outside help in his
play for the episcopal throne of Constantinople, in particular from Peter, the aged and
influential Patriarch of Alexandria. This “leader of pastors” (6 BpaPeus TGV Toipévawov),
who had initially supported Gregory as a candidate for the Constantinopolitan see,
exerted his influence in the capital through letters and, more significantly, a gang of
Egyptian sailors who had arrived on the Alexandrian grain ships during the spring of
380.3%% As with Maximus, Gregory once again found himself inveighing against his

erstwhile allies, whom he had welcomed into the Anastasia congregation with a laudatory

386 De vita sua, v. 481; cf. De rebus suis, vv. 97 — 102, PG 37.977, as well as Camelot 1966, ElIm 2000b,
McGuckin 2006, and McLynn 2006.

387 Jer. De vir. ill. 127 and Sozom. Hist. eccl. 7.9. However, Theod. Hist. eccl. 5.8 claims that Maximus
was a follower of Apollinarism, an extreme form of homoousianism that completely suppressed Jesus’
humanity; cf. McGuckin 2001b: 388 —394. See also Mossay 1982.

388 On the link between the Alexandrian bishops and the grain trade, see Hollerich 1982.
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speech.’®® These sailors, whom Gregory characterizes in Oration 34 as “nurslings and
defenders” of the great Egyptian champions of Nicene orthodoxy, who supplied almost
the whole world with nourishment for both body and soul, he charges with religious
hypocrisy and venality in the De vita sua:

KaTtdaokoTrol pev mpddTov, ous Tiis éKkpiTou

yiis lopaniA ot éEémepy’ O yevvddas:

ATV oUk Incols oudt Xa&AeB oi cogot,

AAN” €l Tis UBp1s v véors kai rpeoPuTais,

Auncwv, ATaupcv, Apmokpds, 2Titras, Podcov,
‘AvouBis, Epudavouis, Alyumtou Beol,
mMONKSHOPPOL KAl KUVEODELS SaiHOVES,

SdvuoTtnva vautapidia kal Tapdebopa,

glwva, HikpoU képpaTos ToAAoUs Beols

p&oT &v pobévTa, eitrep Noav TAeioves.

The spies were the first to arrive, whom the generous patriarch of the
chosen land, Israel, sent forth. Only these were not wise men like Joshua
and Caleb, but the embodiment of whatever insolence was in young and
old alike: Ammon, Apammon, Harpocras, Stippas, Rhodon, Anubis,
Hermanubis, the gods of Egypt, ape-shaped and doglike evil spirits,
wretched and corrupt sailors, cheaply bought, who would readily offer to
sell many gods for mere pennies, if there were more than one to sell.3°

Whereas Gregory had earlier used Egypt’s long historical association with a “shameful
and bestial” polytheism to demonstrate the magnitude of Christ’s victory there and the

distinction of the Egyptian church fathers, in his autobiographical poem, the sailors

389 McGuckin 2001b: 269f. argues convincingly that Or. 34 was delivered in May, rather than as an attempt
at reconciliation after the Maximus affair.

390 Or. 34.4 and 2, and De vita sua, vv. 834 — 843; cf. Nm. 13 — 14.
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become the mythical daipoves of this ancient land, willing to sell themselves and their
gods for a képua, a small copper coin. 3!

In spite of Gregory’s seething resentment and manifest confusion over the
“theatrical” actions of Peter and his representatives in the capital (cop6n Ti ToUTwV
OKNVIKWTEPOV TTOTe), it was the role of gold in this affair that he found even more
“comedic” (TTaryvikcoTepov).3?? Here, the focus of the poem’s narrative shifts back to
Maximus:

TpeoPuTepov ék ©&oou TV’ fikovT’ évBade
XPUOOV @épovTa Tijs Ekelo” ekkAnoias,

£p’ ¢ mpiacBai TTpoikovnoias TAdKas,
ToUTov Teplonvas kai AaBcov oupmrpdkTopa
ToAAais Te drjoas éATriow TOV &OAIov—
ol yap Kakol TaxloTa piyvuvTal Kakols—
TOV XpUoOV eixev eis &Tavd’ UtnpéTny,
TMOTOV OUVEPY SV, Y VIOV CUVEUTTOPOV.
Tekurplov &¢* kai yap ol Tponv Eué
ofPovTes, cos &xpnoTov, &xpuoov pilov
TepippovoUct pIATaTol kai padiws
kAivouol TTpos TO Xelpov cos poTrr) Luyou.

A priest had arrived in the capital from Thasos bearing gold from the
church there to buy slabs of Proconnesian marble. Maximus fawned over
(literally, “wagged his tail around”) this man and made him an
accomplice, binding the wretch with many expectations, for evil men very
quickly make each other’s acquaintance. He got the gold, a faithful
partner and true companion to every underling. The proof of it is this that
even my dearest companions, who until then had respected me, now

31 Or. 34.5.

392 De vita sua, vv. 865 — 866. McGuckin 2001b: 319 suggests that this episode may have become the
subject of a mime (Taiyviov) performed in the capital at Gregory’s expense.
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despised me as a useless, penniless friend, and readily inclined toward the
inferior man, like the turning of a scale.3?3

The image of the scale that completes this well-crafted passage is key, operating in
conjunction with the mercantile task of the Thasian priest and the repeated references to
gold to evoke the atmosphere of a marketplace. In effect, Maximus had corrupted the
very social fabric of the Nicene community in Constantinople through bribery, debasing
the hallowed friendship shared by Gregory and his supporters to a crass commercial
transaction based on material wealth and personal advantage. Of course, the element of
this story that makes it so laughable 1s that Maximus based his claim to episcopal
authority largely on his devotion to the Cynic way of life, a way of life that famously
embraced poverty. As Gregory asks jokingly, “How can it be that a dog has

gold?” (1rébev & 6 xpuods TS kuvi).3%

Although this “stage-play” (oknvrj) ended with the expulsion of the pseudo-Cynic
and his Alexandrian backers from the Anastasia in mid-consecration and their flight from
the capital in the wake of increasing popular resentment, modern scholarship has tended
to focus primarily on the damage done to Gregory’s political reputation by this
incident.3% After all, Gregory himself concludes this narrative with an apology for the

poor judgment (eUxépeia) he exercised in the Maximus affair: “I failed to recognize an

393 De vita sua, vv. 875 — 886.
394 De vita sua, v. 874.
395 De vita sua, v. 908. McGuckin 2001b: 310, for example, deems Gregory’s praise of Maximus in

Oration 25 as “his single biggest political mistake,” citing Carm. 2.1.34, vv. 160 — 178 as proof of his deep
and sincere regret over this incident.
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ignorance worthy of hatred” (&yvolav nyvénoa picous &&iav).3% Several scholars,
however, have recently recognized that Gregory is not quite so ignorant of the superficial
and faithless world of ecclesiastical and court politics as his poetic persona claims.3%7
Gregory, after all, was born into Cappadocia’s curial elite, a class whose members lived
in the popular gaze and were experienced in perceiving and managing their public
personae. So it should come as no surprise that this still de facto leader of the
Constantinopolitan Nicene community began his efforts in image management in the near
aftermath of the ejection of the Egyptian contingent. The result was Oration 26, a
masterful defense not only of his actions during and after the Maximus affair, but also of

the role of philosophy in the formation of a Christian bishop.

The Philosophyv of Leisure

In the turmoil that followed his failed coup d’état, Maximus traveled west to
continue his ecclesiastical politicking. This poetically fashioned slave of luxury had, in
fact, fittingly completed his consecration in the “wretched dwelling of a flute
player” (xopauAou Auttpov oikntripiov) and now sought recognition, fruitlessly at first
from the emperor Theodosius in Thessalonica, but with greater success later from the

bishops Damasus of Rome and Ambrose of Milan.3*® Gregory, on the other hand,

39 De vita sua, vv. 957 — 959.
397 Gémez Villegas 1997, McLynn 1997, and Elm 1999 and 2000b.

398 De vita sua, vv. 905 — 912 and 1001 — 1004; cf. McGuckin 2001b: 318 — 325.
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retreated to the countryside for a period of solitary contemplation in accordance not only
with his prior habit of flight in the face of adversity, but also with his upbringing as a
member of Cappadocia’s curial elite. For this reason, Oration 26, delivered upon his
return to the capital in the autumn of 380, begins in a manner that would be familiar to
any member of the traditional upper classes of the Roman empire, curial or senatorial,
eastern or western, Christian or non-Christian:

Erei 8¢ éméotn, déduev Adyov dAArAoLs, Cov HETALY KaTwpbdoapey.

Etreidn kaAov un pripatos pévov kal mpdews, GAAA kal kaipol

TavTos, Kal cdpas auTrhs ToU dkapiaiou kai AerToTdTou olecbal

Aéyov amaiteioban ruds.

And now that I am here, let us give each other an account of what we have

accomplished in the meantime. For it is a good thing to suppose that an

account is required of us not only for what we say and do but also for

every moment, down to the very last and briefest part of each hour.3%°
Although Gregory never quotes Latin sources directly, this passage strongly echoes the
oft-cited Catonian maxim that introduces the epistolary collection of Symmachus and
signals that author’s intent to demonstrate an otium cum dignitate.*®® Thus, what Gregory
offers his congregation, his “children” (Tékva), in Oration 26 is a lesson in the proper

exercise of aristocratic leisure, a lesson that would have been well-received by an

audience composed, at least in part, of the very party of Nicene aristocrats who had

399 Or. 26.4, trans. by Vinson 2003.

400 Symm. Ep. 1.1.2: libet enim non minus otii quam negotii praestare rationem. The Greek Adyos in this
sense is the equivalent of the Latin ratio.
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contrived to lure him to the capital in the first place.**! Yet, although Gregory’s words
are strongly evocative of Symmachus, it quickly becomes clear that the quality of his
leisure was more in line with Rome’s philosopher-senator, Praetextatus: “You report your
labor to me, and I shall reveal my philosophical reflections while at leisure with only
myself as company” (Y uels pév amayyeilaté poi T épyaciav Thv UneTépav: eyco B¢
eis péoov Brjoc, & kab’ fiouxiav épnautd ouyyevduevos épithoocdenoa). The Christian
philosopher, however, devoted his solitude to the study and contemplation of Scripture
and justified his leisure on the basis of biblical exempla.

After enumerating the “praiseworthy activities” (1 Tpa&is TGV émaivoupéveov)
he expected of his congregation, Gregory turns to his own affairs and the fruits he reaped
from the desert on their behalf (a mapa Tis épnuias vuiv kouiCouev):

Etreidn kai HAlas 118¢écos évepihoodgel 6 KapuniAo, kai ledvvns Ti

gPTIUC, Kai Inools auTos, Tés pev TTPagels Tols dxAols, Tas euxas 8¢ T

oxoAfj kai Tals ¢pnuials, cos T& TOAAY, TTPOCEVEUEY.

For Elijah, too, used to live with pleasure in philosophy at Mount Carmel,

and John the Baptist, in the desert; even Jesus himself, for the most part,

allotted his actions to the crowds and his prayers to leisure and periods of

desert solitude.40?

Jesus, of course, did not require such a retreat (dvaxcpnois), “being God” (©eds cov),

but instead was offering himself as the ultimate pattern for human behavior, “so that we

401 Or, 26.1. Gregory’s maternal cousin, Theodosia, had married the senator Ablabius, a grandson of
Constantine’s praetorian prefect and member of one of Constantinople’s most influential families. It was
she who had provided him an urban villa for his residence, upon which he dedicated the church of
Anastasia; see McGuckin 2001b: 236 — 243 and Bernardi 1984.

402 0. 26.5 1.
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might learn that there is a proper time for action and a proper time for a higher
occupation” (v’ fuels u&Beopev kal Tpdgews kaipov, kai doxoAias UynAoTtépas). This
custom (vépos) ordained by Jesus and exemplified by his two prophetic predecessors is
one with deep aristocratic roots; it is a Greek reflection of the Roman otium negotiosum,
or, in this case, the oxoAn &okoAos. In Gregory’s opinion, however, the purpose of
Christian leisure is not simply “to withdraw the mind for a little while from the
vicissitudes of life” (Likpdv emavdyelv TOV vouv &1mo TGV TAavwuévwy), but more
importantly “to converse with God untroubled” (&BoAcdTwos TTpocoAeiv TG Oed).

The divine conversation undertaken by Gregory following his encounter with the
counterfeit philosopher, Maximus, not surprisingly revolved around the virtues of living
the true philosophical life. His lesson came from a spectacle of nature (kai pot 16 6éapa
Taideupa yivetan) filtered through the lens of Scripture.*®* During one of his customary
sunset walks along the seashore, which he no doubt very deliberately terms a TepimaTos,
Gregory watched as waves driven by a storm crashed upon some nearby rocks. Among
these rocks, he observed that pebbles, seaweed, shells, and the lightest of oysters were
displaced, some washing ashore while others were drawn back out to sea. The rocks,
however, remained, undisturbed by the force of the waves. Inspired by the water imagery
of Psalm 69, ostensibly written by David as a prayer for deliverance from persecution,

Gregory equates the bitter brine and instability (1o &Apupov kai &oTtaTov) of the ocean

403 Or. 26.8 - 9.
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with his own life and human affairs in general.*** The winds, then, are the sudden
temptations and unexpected circumstances (ol TTPOOTITTOVTES MELPACHOIL Kl doa TEOV
adokrtewv) that befall humanity. In this schema, philosophy acts as a “ballast of sober
reason” (Bapos Aoyiopol ocoppovos), and philosophers as a rock, “worthy of that rock
upon which we stand and which we serve” (ol 8¢ elval métpa, Tijs TéTpas ékeivns &Elol,

L}

£’ fis PePrikapev, kai f) AaTtpevouev) and able to endure all things, unshaken and
immovable (&oeioTws kai aTivaktws). Thus, once again, the figure of the philosopher
is deeply embedded within a Christian context; he is the rock upon which the wise man
builds his house by listening to and acting on the words of Jesus, as well as the rock upon
which the Messiah built his church and bestowed the keys to the kingdom of heaven.4%
Yet, at the same time, he remained a possession of the elite, for “all those who live in
accordance with philosophic reason” (oot p1AocdPe xpcouevol Ady ) also “have
risen above the degradation of the masses” (UTrepavaPePnkdTes TV TGV TOAAGV
TATEWOTNTA).

According to Gregory, however, this elite status was based not on birth or
appointment, but good character (eutpomia) and excellence of mind (vooupévn
euyévela). There are three types of nobility, he explains:

TO HEV &veoBev NpyHEvov, O TTAVTES ECUEV EUYEVETS ETT {OTS, ETTEL KT’

eikdva Oeol yeydvapey: TO OE ATO capkOs EpXOUEVOV, OUK OId’ €l Tig
eUyevns, ToUTo PBopd ouvioTauevoy: TO B¢ Ao Kakias 1 APETTs

404 Ps. 69.2 — 3 and 15.

405 Mt. 7.24 — 25 and 16.18 — 19; cf. 1 Cor. 10.4.
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I3 i ~ \ T ’ ¢’ EAY s
yvepilduevov, oU uaAAov kai fttov petalauPdvoney, oov &v, oiuat,
] TNPNOowWHUEY TNV eikdva, 1) Siapbeipcopev. Tautnv dyatroet ThHv
gUyévelav 8ye AANBGS copds kai PIAGCOPOoS.

The first originated from above and through it we are all equally noble,
since we have come into being according to the image of God; the second
comes from flesh, but I do not know whether it is something noble, given
that it is associated with corruption; the third is recognized on the basis of
vice or virtue, and we partake of it to a greater or lesser degree, | believe,
depending on how much we either take care of or corrupt the image. This
is the nobility that he who is truly wise and a philosopher will desire.4%

Here, the second-generation curial churchman betrays the deep ambivalence he felt
toward his own obligations to family and class. For among the ways in which he very
publicly resisted the “tyranny” of his father was his steadfast devotion to virginity, a
condition that permitted him to avoid the “corruption” (pBop&) of sexual desire and
procreation that undermines this second type of nobility.

Gregory had challenged conceptions of nobility based on kinship or imperial
decree in Oration 25 as well, contemptuously dubbing them “popular” (euyéveiav d¢
Aéyw, oux fjv oi ToAAol vouilouow):

OU mpods Mo oUTw Baundletv, oudt prtAdboopov, THv ék Libwv kai

TAPwWV Epxouévny kai T&Aal ceonmuias 6@PUos: oUde TV E§ aludTwv

Kal YpapudTwv Tpooytvouévny, fiv viktes xapilovTal, kai BaciAéwv

{ocos oUdE elyevddv XEIpes, TPOOTACOOVTWVY, COOTEP EAAO TI, THV

eUy€velav.

It is neither appropriate for us nor characteristic of a philosopher to admire

so a nobility that comes from legends, tombs, and a pride long since
rotten, nor that which accrues from blood lines and decrees, which nights

406 Or. 26.10.
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oblige as well as the hands of emperors, who assign it like anything else,
although perhaps not even of noble birth themselves.4?

Hence, like Libanius, Gregory too envisioned an aristocracy of virtue and used the image
of the philosopher as its ideal. But unlike his Antiochene contemporary, he explicitly
opens enrollment to both the man of breeding (euaTpidns) and the man of low-birth
(Suoyevns), doubtful that “one kind of clay differs greatly from another” (eimep T1 péya
TMAOs TNAoU Siapépet).*%® Although Libanius had also defied his family’s expectations
to pursue what he viewed as a higher calling (in his case, a career as a sophist), he never
questioned the privileged position of the curial class within the social hierarchy of the
empire; quite the opposite, in fact. Gregory, on the other hand, was engaged less in
defending the status of the traditional municipal elite than in shaping the composition and
comportment of a new elite stratum of imperial society, the hierarchy of the Christian
church.

Nevertheless, despite his repeatedly professed disdain toward more conventional
definitions of nobility, Gregory drew an even sharper division between his ecclesiastical
aristocracy, whose members were suspiciously curial in their culture and education, and
the increasingly numerous and influential aristocracy of service that was tied to the court.

So to his three types of nobility, he dismissively adds a fourth:

407 Or. 25.3; cf. Carm. 1.2.8.41 — 45, PG 37.652 and McGuckin 2006: 204f.

408 Or. 26.10.
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To yap TétapTtov yévos, TéTe GEicoow Adyou, T v ypdaupaot Kai
TpooTdypacty, dtav kai kdAAos amodéfwual T v Xpcuaat, kai
Tibnkov aidecHd AéovTta elval kekeAeuouévov.

The fourth type, that which lies in decrees and ordinances, I shall deem
worthy of discussion when I acknowledge that beauty lies in colors and
respect a monkey who has been decreed a lion.

In Oration 26, then, Gregory is able simultaneously to preserve the increasingly hazy
distinction between the traditional civic elite of the Greek east and a new and growing
aristocracy derived from the imperial bureaucracy, and to privilege the Christian
hierarchy by promoting the figure of the philosopher-priest.

Yet in these efforts to redefine the concept of nobility along both Christian and
philosophical lines, Maximus, as we have seen, played a prominent role. Reflecting upon
the incident in the De vita sua, Gregory concludes:

Towalta ptAocopolaoiv oi vuvi kUves—
KUVES UAAKTQL, TOUTO Kai pOvov KUVES.

Ti Aloyévns ToloUTtov 1) AvTicBévns;

Ti Bai mpods Uuas 6 Kpdrns; Siamtue

Tous TrepitdTous TTA&Twvos" oUdtv 1) ZTOd.
0 ZWKPATES, TX TTPATA HEXPL VIV PEPEIS.
PBEyEwl’ €y T1 MoToTEPOV THs TTubias;
avdpddv amavtewv Mafinos copdTaTos.

Such are the philosophical pursuits of today’s Cynics — barking dogs, but
dogs only in this. Where is the likeness to Diogenes or Antisthenes?
What has Crates to do with you? Spit upon the wandering philosophical
discussions of Plato; the Stoa is nothing. O Socrates, you carried first
prize until now. Let me say something more trustworthy than the Pythia:
‘Maximus is the wisest of all men.”#%°

49 De vita sua, vv. 1030 — 1037; cf. Krueger 1993: 41f.
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Still, despite his disenchantment with contemporary philosophers, he remained confident
in the efficacy of philosophy as a means of ennobling and distinguishing the nascent
ecclesiastical aristocracy. In fact, he assumes the philosophical mantle himself in order to
reassert his authority over the Nicene community of Constantinople. Thus, whereas in
Oration 25 Gregory is restricted to pursuing philosophy by praising an individual whom
he had mistaken for a philosopher, in the latter half of Oration 26 he uses a rhetoric of
corruption to establish his own philosophical nobility, systematically usurping the
persona he had previously bestowed upon Maximus.

Central to Gregory’s construction of the philosopher, and what makes the rhetoric
of corruption so effective in his hands, is the ideal of immateriality. Like God and the
angels, the philosopher is “ungovernable” (SuokpdTtnTos).41? But while the lover of
wisdom exists “free of matter,” he nevertheless remains in it (&UAos év UAR):

€V OWHATI ATEPIY PATITOS, ETTL YTis OUpAVIOS, év TT&Bectv amabns,

TAVTA T TTWUEVOS TIATIV pPOVIUATOS, VIKGY TG vik&obal ToUs KpaTelv

vouiCovTas.

He is not bounded by his body, though in it, heavenly while on earth,

passionless in his passions, yielding in all things except his will, victorious

over the high and mighty by being vanquished.

For this reason, all things give way before the philosopher, and nothing is more
impregnable and less assailable than a life devoted to philosophy.

Against this definition of the ideal philosopher, Gregory contemplates his own

character and conduct in the face of wickedness (kakia) and injustice (&dikia), further

410 Or. 26.13.
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sharing the fruits of his leisured Becopia with his congregation.*!! This speculation takes
the form of a list of potential attacks on his reputation and standing in Constantinople.
With the first four charges, Gregory inverts some of the standard topoi found in the
classical encomium — education, wealth, place of origin, health, and physical appearance
— and thereby accentuates the transformation of his hereditary nobility into the nobility of
a Christian philosopher.*!? To the charge of ignorance (&mai8sutov), he responds not
with his protracted study of the classics at Alexandria and Athens, or even with his time
at the “Christian university town” of Caesarea Maritima, but with the words of Solomon,
“the wisest of men” (6 copcd>TaTos): “For the beginning of wisdom is fear of the Lord,
and, the end of the matter, hear all of it, fear God” (Apxr} Te y&ap cogias, péBos Kupiou:
kal TéAos Adyou, TO Tév &xoue, TOv Oedv poPol).*13 Thus, he immediately substitutes
true Christian piety for Cynic godlessness (1o &beov) and the mere refinement of words
prized by Hellenes (1] Tév Adywv kopypeia). 414

Poverty, he maintains, is his wealth (Treviav éykaAéoouot, v éunv mepiouciav),
and in this he surpasses his earlier laudatory portrait of Maximus. Although he had
offered the Christian Cynic of Oration 25 as a lesson that piety and philosophy do not lie

in external appearances, he nevertheless depicted him in the traditional threadbare cloak

41 Or. 26.13: ’ETrel 8¢ OV piAéocopov fiv 6 Adyos Eypawev, 88sv elov, &pEduevos, pépe, Tapa
ToUTOV T& NHETEPQ BeCOPTiCLOLEY.

412 Daley 2006: 223 n. 309.
413 Or. 26.14; cf. Prv. 1.7 and Eccl. 12.13. On Caesarea Maritima, see McGuckin 2001b: 36f.

414 Or. 25.6 and 3.
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(TpiBwv) and beard (utmvn) of the philosopher; the characteristic staff (BakTnpia)
makes an appearance in the De vita sua.*'> Gregory, on the other hand, appears in
Oration 26 in rags (pakia) and a tunic (X1Tcov), and longs to strip off even these, so that
he may run “naked through the thorns of life” ({va yupvos Siadpéucw Tas akavbas Tou
Biou).41¢ In this way, he joins the willing poverty of the followers of Diogenes to the
voluntary suffering of Jesus on behalf of humanity.*!”

In response to those truly violent xenophobes (évTtcos UBploTal kai piodevor)
who stigmatized him as a fugitive (puydmaTpis), he adapts to a Christian context the
Cynic cosmopolitanism that he had attributed to Maximus:

"EoTi y&p pot TaTpis, 6 oUTol, TEPYPATITOS, ¢ TAOA TATPIS, KAl

oUdeuia; ... &v oUTcos Exns, Un Ths &Anbiviis TaTpidos ékméons, eis Hv

amoTifecbal xpr) TO ToAiTeuna.

Do you really think that my homeland has boundaries? It is everywhere

and nowhere... if such is your understanding, do not allow yourself to be
driven out of the true homeland, to which our citizenship must be

deferred.*!8

Lastly, he addresses his age and physical condition, turning his opponent’s

criticisms back upon him:

415 Or. 25.5 and De vita sua, v. 768. The TpiPcov and PaxTtnpia also appear together in a description of
Diogenes of Sinope in Ep. 98.1.

416 Or. 26.14.

47 Cf. Or. 26.12.

418 Cf. Or. 25.3: TToAitns 8¢, copia utv, Tiis oikoupévns amdons (oUdt yap dvéxeTal Likpols Spois
Kuvikn mepty pagpectat).
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OUdt oU oppryddv pot Kai capkoTpopddv, 1dU Béaua. Eibe Ti kai moAids
¢TmMvBel ool Kai coxPSTNTOS, Iva MoTeudTs youv elval ouveTos Kal
PIASCOQOsS.

Your plump and well-nourished flesh is not a pleasant sight to me. Would

that you showed a touch of gray and were incredibly pale so that you

would at least be believed likely to be intelligent and philosophic.

Gregory’s intellectual and philosophical endeavors, then, are writ upon his very body, a
thing more difficult to feign than simply the manner of one’s dress.

By rhetorically appropriating the mantle of philosophy from Maximus, Gregory
renders himself unassailable in what he describes as “a senseless kind of war with no
name” (réAepos kwds Tis kai oudt dvoua éxwv) that bred suspicion (UTrowia)
throughout the inhabited world and sullied the name of Christianity.#!° At the heart of
this conflict lay the privilege of position (Trpoedpia), both within the various local
Christian communities and between the bishops of different sees (Tis TémOU
TpoTiunots), a privilege that he deems befitting a tyrant (Tupavvikn mpovouia). Thus,
such concerns occupied not only the laity but the pastors as well, “who are ignorant of
their position as teachers of Israel” (oU TGV k&Tw pdvov, &AN’ 1dn kai TGV Toluéveov,
ol 8i8dokalot ToU lopanA dvtes, Talta nyvénoav).

Gregory, however, who, as a member of the curial elite, was fully aware of his
status as teacher to the Anastasia congregation, offered himself as an exemplum of an

alternate and idealized Christian hierarchy based solely on virtue (v’ €€ apeTiis uévng

gywwokoueba). Naturally, this virtue resulted from his rigorous devotion to the

419 0r. 26.15.
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philosophical life. Indeed, his preference for the Bios 6ecopnTikds lent credibility to his
resistance to ordination, both past and present, and proved the sincerity of his curses and
tears. As recent events had shown, such a position of leadership brought only commotion
to his affairs, rocking them their very foundation. Still, his enemies would never truly be
able to bar him from the altars, for he knew only the archetypal altar that was wholly the
work of the mind (6Aov ToU vol T épyov) and reached through contemplation (Si&x
Becopias).#?? Nor could they drive him from the city, since his was the city that lay in
heaven above (1) Gveo keipevn). His possessions (xprjpaTa) were secure because he had
none; luxurious living he denies completely: “If we pursue luxury, may those who hate us
make sport of us; for I can call down no greater curse upon myself” (Tpugnv 8¢ &i
Sicokopev, Tpugrioaley kab’ UV oi HooUvTes NUas: oU yap &AAo Ti peilov enautdd
kaTapdoouat).?!

Ultimately, Gregory’s philosophical demeanor not only shields him from anxiety
over the present circumstances, but even allows him to lament those who have caused
him pain, “once limbs of Christ, limbs dear to me, even if now corrupted” (uéAn XpioToU
ToTE, HEAN Tipa Epol, el kai viv Siepbapuéva). Thus, it is in philosophy that he finds
the strength for Christ-like forgiveness in the face of corruption and betrayal within his

own congregation.

420 Or. 26.16. Although this passage very clearly evokes Plato’s theory of forms, Gregory attributes the
philosophical conception of this ideal altar to David; cf. Ps. 43.4.

21 0r. 26.17.
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The Kiss of Judas

Embedded within Oration 26, immediately following his claim to lack
possessions, Gregory makes a rather startling revelation. The underlying motivation
behind his enemies’ attacks, the reason for “the entire war” (toUTtd éoTv UTEp oU Tés O
TOAeNOS), is to gain control of ecclesiastical finances:

8" & LnAoTuTrel TO YAwoodkopov 6 KAETTNS, kKal ToOv Oedv podidoot

Tpi&kovTa apyupicwv, T6 detwdtaTov. ToocouTou yap, oUx O

TPod18duevos, AAN’ 6 Tpodidous &Elos.

Because of these the thief vies for the money box and betrays God for

thirty pieces of silver, that most terrible act. For so much was the betrayer

worth, not the betrayed.*??
The allusion here, of course, is to the infamous Judas Iscariot, who sold Jesus to the high
priests of the Temple for thirty denarii. But Gregory combines two scriptural citations in
this passage, the account in Matthew of Judas’ betrayal and the anointing of Jesus at
Bethany in the gospel of John.*?3 This latter reference is of particular importance, since it
is only John that explicitly casts Judas as the disciple who objects to the use of expensive
nard for the anointment: “Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and

the money not given to the poor?” (Aix ti ToUTo TO HUpov ouk Empdabn Tplakosciwv

Snvapiwv kai £860n TTwxols).#** Furthermore, although in Matthew and Mark some

422 Or. 26.16.
423 Jn. 12.6 and Mt. 26.15.

424 In. 12.5, New Revised Standard Version.
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among Jesus’ disciples indignantly raise this same objection, John’s account completely
divests it of its sincerity and philanthropy:

elTrev 8¢ TOUTO oy 8TI TTePl TAV TTLXGY EueAey aUTd, AAN’ &1
KAETTTNS v Kai TO YAwoodkouov éxcov Ta BaAAdueva éBaotalev.

He said this not because he cared about the poor, but because he was a
thief; he kept the common purse and used to steal what was put into it.4??

Thus, Gregory very deliberately draws upon an image of Judas in this speech that
emphasizes his greed and venality, in addition to his treachery, in order to vilify his own
betrayer, Maximus, and cast doubt on this pseudo-Cynic’s motives in seeking the well-
endowed episcopal office of Constantinople.

As I have shown above, such imagery also haunts the narrative of the De vita sua.
Early on in the poem, Gregory uses it to justify fleeing his ordination as bishop of
Sasima, a source of great discord between himself and his “worst of friends,” Basil of
Caesarea.*?® During the reign of Valens, early in 372, Cappadocia was partitioned into
two provinces. While Cappadocia Prima retained Caesarea as its capital, now the lone
city of this new territory, the emperor placed the more urbanized landscape of

Cappadocia Secunda under the jurisdiction of ancient Tyana.*?’ The bishop there,

425 Cf. Mt. 26.6 — 13; Mk. 14.3 9.

426 As McGuckin 2001a points out, this section of the De vita sua also operates in conjunction with other
portions of Gregory’s later autobiographical writings to defend the legality of his tenure as bishop of
Constantinople. Canon 15 of the Council of Nicaea expressly prohibited the translation of bishoprics, and
had been used by the Egyptian contingent to force his resignation during the ecumenical council of 381.
My argument, however, focuses on Gregory’s attempt to establish the moral legitimacy of his position. On
the complicated yet historically idealized friendship of Basil and Gregory of Nazianzus, see White 1992: 61
— 70, Rousseau 1994: 234 — 239, McLynn 2001, and Van Dam 1986 and 2003: 155 — 184.

427 See Van Dam 2002: 28 — 38 and McGuckin 2001b: 187 — 204.
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Anthimus, quickly took advantage of his newly acquired metropolitan status to assert his
authority over the other bishops of the new province. In response, Basil ordained his
younger brother Gregory as bishop of Nyssa and Amphilocius, a cousin of Gregory of
Nazianzus, as bishop of Iconium, and conspired with the elder Gregory to install his son
in the disputed town of Sasima. The younger Gregory’s ensuing flight from episcopal
responsibility for this “utterly abominable, measly little village” (8eivéds ameukToOV Kai
oTevOV Kewuudpiov) resulted in the loss of the region to Tyana and earned him Basil’s
ire.4?8 In recounting this “dreadful battle” (8eivds Tis udbos) between opposing bishops
nearly a decade later, Gregory makes no distinction in motivation between Anthimus and
his ambitious and calculating friend:

yuxal pdeaocts, T6 8 éoTv 1) prthapxia

OKV@ Yap EITETV, o1 TOPOL TE Kal popol,

¢€ v doveltal as O kdopos abAiws.

Souls are the pretext, but it is actually the lust for power; indeed, I hesitate

to say it, power over revenues and tithes, on account of which the entire

world is in a wretched commotion.4?*

In contrast to this account of worldly ambition and greed, Gregory recalls the time

he and Basil spent at Athens, their mutual labors in pursuit of letters (TTévol kool

Abywv), and the single mind they once shared (vous eis év augoiv) through their

428 De vita sua, vv. 441 — 442. Anthimus installed his own candidate as bishop in the neighboring village of
Limnai, which lay to the northeast of Sasima on the road to Caesarea; see Greg. Naz. Ep. 50, PG 37.104, as
well as McGuckin 2001b: 198, and Gallay 1943: 116 and 1964: 64 — 66.

429 De vita sua, vv. 460 — 462. Naturally, Gregory’s account of this incident is much more favorable toward

Basil in his funeral oration for his once dear friend, accusing only Anthimus of masking his insatiable greed
(&mAnoTia) with the pretense of defending the faith from heretics; Or. 43.58 — 59.
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traditional Greek education.*3* He laments that his friend had broken the pledges (8e€iai)
they both had made, to cast off the world (kbopov pév cos Téppw BaAeiv), to live life in
common for God (autous 8¢ kowodv TG Bed Lijoal Biov), and to dedicate their learning
to the one wise Word (Adyous Te Sotval Téd pdve 0opdd Adyw), Jesus Christ. In so
doing, Basil had let slip the self-discipline developed during the course of his studies and
through his ascetic retreat in Pontus, and abandoned the moral exempla encompassed by
both the classical Adyor and the growing body of Christian literature.**! In short, he had
upset the vital balance between the Bios BecopnTikds and the Bios TpakTikds, which, in
Gregory’s view, naturally resulted in the corruption of his mp&€eis as bishop of Caesarea.
Worse still, he had attempted to corrupt Gregory as well by involving him in his
machinations. To such a profound betrayal of the bonds of friendship, Gregory’s
response could only be withdrawal:

Ti PGd; TOBev BE TNV Eunv wdTva ool

TAOaV TAPACTHOAIML; KEVTPA MOl TIAALY,

TA&AW puyds Tis kai Spouaios is Spos

kAémTeov piAnv Siaitav, Evtpuenu’ Eudv.

What can [ say? How can I make clear to you the whole of my anguish?

Once again the goad spurred me, and once again I became a fugitive,

running headlong to the mountain to steal into that beloved mode of life,
my luxury.*3?

430 De vita sua, vv. 476 — 481.

431 Van Dam 2002: 185 maintains that for Basil, “the discipline of classical rhetoric was a preview of the
discipline of an ascetic life;” cf. Bas. Caes. Hom. 22 (De adulescentes).

432 De vita sua, vv. 488 —491.
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Moreover, this section of Gregory’s apologetic poem is meant to do more than
simply justify his actions during the Sasima affair; it also serves to fashion the author as
an ideal candidate for the very office that he rejected. This is most apparent in Epistle 49,
where he defends himself against Basil’s accusations of laziness and indolence (&pyia
kai pabupia).*3? He was not stirred like a bishop (émiokoTikéds kiveiobai), according to
his indignant friend, when he failed to seize (kaTaAauPdave) the town and take up arms
(61AiCew) on his behalf. Gregory disputes this martial definition of a bishop’s duties,
which he felt reduced the members of the ecclesiastical hierarchy to dogs fighting over a
piece of meat. For him, “the greatest action is inaction” (ueyioTn Tp&&is éoTv 1)
ampatia), and, what is more, his ambition to live a quiet life (ToocoUTtov T
ampaypoovvn pthoTipobuat), he believed, made him a norm of magnanimous conduct
in this regard for all individuals (50T’ ofecbat kai véuos eival Téot Tijs Tepi ToUTO
ueyaloyuxias). He concludes:

Kai cos €l mavTes nuds éupotvTto, oUudev av fv mpdyua Tais

‘ExkAnoiais oud’ &v 1) mioTis TapeoUpeTo, TGV i8iwv tkdoTo

phoveikicov érAov Tuyxdvouoa.

If only all men emulated us, the churches would not be troubled, nor

would faith be swept away as a weapon for each individual in their own

private rivalries.

Thus, Gregory very explicitly offers here his preference for ampa&ia, that is, his

devotion to a Christianized classical ideal of ascetic philosophical retreat, as a solution to

the internal divisions within the Christian community and the resulting fragmentation of

433 Ep. 49, Gallay 1964: 63f.

196



theological consensus. His rejection of Sasima and preference for leisure before all else
(uiv & avTi Tavteov Sotval Thv rjouxiav), however, did not preclude him from taking
up the throne and engaging in ecclesiastical warfare when matters of real importance
were at stake.*** “Why must I fight for suckling animals and chickens and that which
belongs to others,” he asks Basil, “as I would for souls and canons (rept yuxcdv kai
Kavovwv)?”

During the Second Ecumenical Council, held in Constantinople in 381, souls and
canons were precisely what was at issue, as the newly ascendant Nicene bishops sought
to refine Trinitarian doctrine and clarify the framework of church discipline established at
Nicaea. It should be no surprise then, that Gregory’s language of excessive ambition and
material greed is especially prevalent in the De vita sua throughout its account of his
brief tenure as bishop of the eastern capital. There, it assumes a central role in
distinguishing Gregory from his rivals and opponents by portraying him as the ideal
philosopher-bishop in action.

When Gregory assumed office on November 27, 380, shortly after the arrival of
the emperor Theodosius, he became the first Nicene bishop of Constantinople in forty
years. Anticipating the loss of their see, Demophilus and his Arian clergy had absconded
with the account books, which, according to popular gossip (To 6puAouuevov), recorded

treasures and revenues (keiurjAla Te kai Tépot) accumulated from the greatest churches

44 Ep. 48.7 — 8, Gallay 1964: 63.
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throughout the inhabited world.*>> Although Gregory was pressured by some to conduct
an investigation through an external auditor, he instead resigned himself to the situation,
unwilling to violate the sanctity of the Christian mystery (eis UPpiv puotnpiou).#3¢
Claiming responsibility only for his own administration (UtreuBupos), he casts anyone
who would criticize him as “a slave to possessions” (]TTwv XpNHATWV):

Taow yap ovons Tis ATANoTias Kakis

&mAnoTov elval Xelpov év Tols TVeUHaTos.

el TAVTES OUTWS EPPOVOLY Eis XPTIHATA,

oUK &v TToT’ oUdtv Tolov fv ékkAnoials

TATpeol’ aveupeiv (oU ppevds yap Tis EURS),

Aéyw 8 Soov Aertoupydv, eyyiCov Bedd.

For, although insatiable greed is an evil that afflicts us all, it is worse in

matters of the spirit. If everyone were to think this way about possessions,

there would never be such abundance found in churches (a state of affairs

not to my liking), and I speak primarily of the minister, who is close to
God.#7

Moreover, in response to what he derisively refers to as the “chatter” of his opponents
(6pUAnua TV ¢vavTiwv), Gregory portrays himself as an eager and capable
ecclesiastical administrator, not only filling the churches of a religiously divided capital,
but also directing church funds toward various philanthropic enterprises. Accordingly, he
ministered to the poor, monks, virgins, sick refugees, travelers, and prisoners; he sang

psalms, shed tears, and held all-night vigils. In other words, upon entering office,

435 De vita sua, vv. 1475 — 1494,

436 Or. 39, delivered on the vigil of the Epiphany, January 5, 381, casts Christian baptism as a mystery
initiation similar but superior to the ancient Greek mysteries; see McGuckin 2001b: 340 — 344.

7 De vita sua, vv. 1489 — 1494,
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Gregory devoted himself wholeheartedly to the ideal Christian Bios mpakTikos for which
his previous philosophical retreat had prepared him.*3

In maintaining this dichotomy between his own Christianized philosophical virtue
and so pervasive a vice as greed over the course of his narrative, Gregory relied on gold
imagery as well, a particularly useful rhetorical tool within a community increasingly
accustomed to the use of precious stones and metals in church mosaics and ornaments.
Yet, unlike most of the authors discussed by Dominic Janes, who used scriptural exegesis
to establish a symbolic link between the earthly magnificence of churches and the eternal
splendors of heaven, this ascetic bishop frowned on ecclesiastical opulence and rejected
the growing association of gold with the morally good.*3° Thus, while inveighing against
the bribery of his Alexandrian rival, Maximus, Gregory pauses to reflect on the most
potent influence on human behavior:

oivév Tis elre oupd TN TAVTWY KPATEIY,

&AAos yuvaika, Thv 8 &Arjbeiav copds:

£y & v elTrov Xpuodv, s EXEl KPATOS.

TOUTE TA TAVTa Padicds TECOEVETAL.

oUTIw TO Belvdv, ei T& ToU KOOUOU péva

TAéov Trap’ MUV ioxUel ToU TTVeEUNATOS.

Some symposiast said that wine prevails over all things, another said

woman, and this wise man spoke the truth; but I would have said that gold
holds the greatest sway. All things easily become pieces in its game. It is

438 The topics of poverty in the late Roman empire and the role of almsgiving and poor relief in the
construction of clerical authority have seen growing interest of late; see Holman 2001, Brown 2002, and
Finn 2006.

439 See Janes 1998.
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not at all strange, then, that material things exert more of an influence on
us than the affairs of the spirit.440

Outside the context of this poetically imagined philosophical symposium, Gregory speaks
of this seductive metal in a similar manner. Ironically, before an audience that included
the very Egyptian sailors whom he would shortly accuse of the worst sort of venality, he
had lauded the ability of the Christian fathers of Egypt to resist, among other things, gold,
“that unnoticed tyrant, which now upsets many things and renders them mere game
pieces” (xpuods, 6 apavr)s TUpavvos, ¢ viv T& ToAA& peTappimTeTal kai
metTevetal).*! To Gregory, then, as to Libanius, gold represented a potent source of
social and personal corruption, and, as such, it could also serve this Christian curial as an
effective means of both undermining the legitimacy of his opponents’ actions and
establishing his own.

The account of the council of Constantinople in the De vita sua is dominated not
by theological concerns, as might be expected from an author who would later be known
as “the Theologian,” but instead by “destructive envy” (6 pBopeus pBdvos) and “strife
over episcopal thrones” (1} Utep Bpdveov £pis).44? Yet, as in the earlier description of the
Maximus affair, gold too becomes a motivating factor behind the actions of Gregory’s

opponents, and thus serves as an important contributor to the ecclesiastical discord so

440 De vita sua, vv. 868 — 873.
41 Or. 34.4.

42 De vita sua, vv. 1506 and 1565. Gregory shares the title of “Theologian” only with John, the
eponymous writer of the Fourth Gospel; cf. Daley 2006: 41.
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prominent in this poetic narrative. When the council opened in May of 381, it allegedly
included all the bishops of the east, with the exception of Egypt.#** They met under the
auspices of Theodosius, the first eastern emperor to endorse the Nicene Creed since
Constantine, and immediately set about implementing his edict of January 10th, which
had restored the churches of the empire to bishops of the Nicene faith.4** The presidency
of this assembly fell to Meletius, bishop of Antioch, “a man most pious, simple, guileless
in character, full of God, and serene of gaze” (&vnp evoeBéoTaTos, dmwAols, &TeXvos
TOV TpOTOY, B0l Yéuwv, PAémwv yaArjvnv), who guided the opening sessions with a
mixture of boldness and modesty (6&poos aidol oUuykpaTov).**3 Yet even this “product
of the spirit” (TrveupaTos yewpytov), who had earned not only Gregory’s admiration but
the support of the emperor as well, failed to produce harmony in this “martial frenzy”
provoked by the lust for power and episcopal sovereignty (AUooa pihapxias Te kai
novapxiasg).446

After the sudden death of Meletius early in the proceedings, the presidency of the
council devolved upon Gregory as the newly confirmed bishop of Constantinople.

Although Gregory sought to continue his predecessor’s policy of promoting unity within

43 De vita sua, vv. 1509 — 1513. On the opening month of the Council of Constantinople, see Socrates
Hist. eccl. 5.8.

¥ CTh 16.5.6 (= CJ 1.1.2).

445 De vita sua, vv. 1514 — 1517.

446 De vita sua, vv. 1539 — 1577. According to Theodoret, Theodosius had experienced a vision prior to his
nomination as emperor in which Meletius had offered him the imperial robe and crown. This prompted the

emperor to greet the bishop of Antioch “like a child who loves his father” before the entire assembly of
bishops in Constantinople; Hist. eccl. 5.6 — 7.
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the Nicene party, the issue of Meletius’ successor at Antioch proved to be a major source
of contention between the Syrian bishops and the interests of Egypt and the west. During
the Antiochene synod of 379, Meletius had arranged to share the episcopacy of this
important see with Paulinus, his long-standing rival within the Nicene community who
had been consecrated in his absence in 362 and, although not as popular locally,
continued to have the support of Alexandria and Rome.**” Under this compromise
settlement, upon the death of either one, the other was to become the sole bishop of the
city. This solution pleased neither party, however, and in response to the passing of their
leader, the Meletian faction quickly proposed the election of the priest Flavian, a friend of
the influential theologian and bishop of Tarsus, Diodore, and thereby reignited the schism
within the Nicene community at Antioch and exacerbated tensions abroad with the
Egyptian and western bishops.*48

Although Gregory regarded this proposal as unworthy even of discussion,
endorsed as it was by “the factious and wicked” (oi oTacichdels kai kakoti), he

nevertheless opted to speak against it before the assembly, supporting Meletius’ original

447 According to the church historians of the fifth century, Meletius had been put forward and consecrated
by the Arian community of Antioch in 360, but promoted Nicene theology after he had become bishop.
Constantius exiled him in the following year and installed Euzoius in his stead, a devoted follower of Arius
himself, but some among the Nicene faithful remained suspicious of Meletius’ Arian past and chose to
support Paulinus, a priest who had served under the previous Nicene bishop, Eustathius; cf. Socrates Hist.
eccl. 2.44,3.6 and 9, 4.2, and 5.5; Sozom. Hist. eccl. 4.28, 5.12 — 13, and 7.3; and Theod. Hist. eccl. 2.31,
3.2, and 5.3. On the suspicions of Athanasius of Alexandria, his successor Peter, and Damasus of Rome,
see Bas. Caes. Epp. 89 and 266.

448 Cf. Socrates Hist. eccl. 5.9 and 15; Sozom. Hist. eccl. 7.11; and Theod. Hist. eccl. 5.23.
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settlement in an effort to achieve détente with the west.** In this speech, poetically
refashioned in the De vita sua, the new president of the council specifically addresses the
older generation of bishops, portraying his opponents as “an unruly mob of young men”
and a “newfangled gang” (TUpPn véwv Tis, kKawov épyaoTtripiov).#? “We old men will
not persuade this seething mass,” he concedes, “for it is always a slave to empty

glory” (ol yap yépovTes TO Léov Yy’ oU Treicopev: keviis Ydp 0Tv fITTOV eUkAeias
aei).®! Impervious to his foresight and the greater wisdom of his age (Adyos poundrs,
TV vEwv copwTepos), Gregory viewed this younger generation of Christian leaders as
myopically seeking to achieve victory in only a single city, paying no heed to the turmoil
of the wider world (koouikos o&Aos) and therefore permitting Nicene doctrine to waste
away through discord (otdois).43% In order to establish the sincerity and righteousness of
his counsel (eipn6’ &mAdds Te kai Sikaicos), however, Gregory abruptly shifts by way of
conclusion from this rhetorically crafted dichotomy between generations to a more

familiar strategy:

€l & ofeTal Tis TAV KAKAGV 1) TTPOS X&APIV
Aéyew TAS Nuas aUToOs NYOPACUEVOS
(eioiv yap, eioiv Eummopol TGV EkkpiTwv
XpPuooU yéuovTes kai mpobupias fons)
1] T1 OKOTIETV OikeTov, cos TToAAOTS vOUOS,

49 De vita sua, vv. 1583 — 1590. McGuckin 2001b: 351f. suggests that Gregory also may have been acting
on the advice of Theodosius, “who was very anxious to secure better lines of communication with the
Western churches.”

450 De vita sua, v. 1682.

451 De vita sua, vv. 1620 — 1623.

452 De vita sua, vv. 1635 — 1660.
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auTos Texvalwv Aavbd&vel év Tols kakois

N TO KPOTETV EVTEUBeY aUTE HVOUEVOS,
81w TO kpive TG TeAeuTaiw TTupt.

NUiv 8¢ ouyxwpnoat’ &Bpovov Biov,

TOV AKAER HEV, AAN’ Sucos axivduvov.
kabrioou’ ¢éABcOY, ol kakdv épnuia.
KPETooOV Y&p 1) Tois TAeioow Heprypévov
uiT” &AAous EAkelv TTpos TO BoUAnu’ ioxUelv
Ui T auTdv EAANoLs oupgépeat’, ol ur Adyos.
Belp’, 60TIs 0ide TOV Bpdvov, TTpooPaivéTw:
ToAAoUs aueiyel, afious Te kai kakovs.
Tpos Tauta Boulevecbe. eipnTal Adyos.

If anyone among the wicked thinks that we say these things to curry favor,
because he is himself a bought man (for there are most certainly traffickers
among this select body who are full of gold and equal zeal), or thinks that
we are looking out for our own self-interest (as is the custom for many),
because he contrives to escape notice in his own wicked deeds, or thinks
that we gain influence from our position, because he courts it for himself,
let him entrust judgment to the final fire. And to us, grant a throneless life,
one without glory, but likewise free from danger. I shall go and sit where I
am free from evil. For it is better than mingling with this crowd, where |
am able neither to draw one group to my purpose, nor to join the other
because they lack reason. Whosoever knows the throne, let him mount it;
he will receive in exchange many people, both goodly and wicked.
Deliberate upon these matters. I have finished speaking.*>3

In a note on this passage, McGuckin suggests that Gregory is responding to a specific
allegation leveled by Diodore of Tarsus, who felt that the newly ordained bishop of
Constantinople had betrayed his former patrons in Antioch in return for Theodosius’
support in his bid for the throne.** “It is a charge which makes Gregory indignant,” he

maintains, and “the counter charge that (Diodore) has been bought is more from passion

433 De vita sua, vv. 1663 — 1672. The verb uvaactai of line 1669 is equivalent in this context to the Latin
ambire.

454 McGuckin 2001b: 353 n. 222.
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than evidence.” While it may well be the case that the bishop of Tarsus made such an
allegation, neither passion nor evidence had much to do with Gregory’s response.
Instead, it forms part of a broader rhetorical strategy that uses the language of gold,
venality, and ambition to cast his opponents as a collective foil to the ascetic virtue he
achieved in his pursuit of the philosophical life.

Still, faced with the stigma of collusion with the emperor, Gregory employs such
language to differentiate himself from the imperial court even more so than from “the
large rabble of traffickers in Christ” (Tov ouppeTOv 8¢ TOV TOAUY XpioTepTdpcov),
whom he claims had hijacked the council of Constantinople.*>> Among the praiseworthy
deeds that comprise the narrative of Gregory’s first months as bishop of the eastern
capital is his conscious avoidance of the imperial palace. In this, he portrays himself as
exceptional:

TAVTV CERSVTLV TV dPPUV TV €V TEAEI—

ToUTwV UAAloTa ToUs £0w TapaoTATAs,

ol m&vT’ &vavdpol TaAAa, ANV eis xpriuaToa—

Ti & &v TIs €lTrol, A TE Kai Téxvals doals

aUTOols TTUAGOL BactAIKols TTPOOKEIUEVOV,

KaTnyopouvTwv, AauBavévtwv ekToms,

Trs eVoeBeias EUPOPOUNEVLOV KAKEDS,

AOXNUOVOUVTWOV, €3S YE CUVTOUWS PPACAl.

Since all men pay homage to the egos of those in office — especially to the

inner circle of the court, those who are unmanly in every respect, except in

matters of money — what can anyone say about the manner and number of
schemes employed by those who keep close to the very gates of the

455 De vita sua, v. 1756.
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palace, making accusations, profiting extraordinarily, wickedly taking
their fill of religion, and, to put it concisely, disgracing themselves?+6

These effeminate and venal imperial confidants are, of course, the court eunuchs, whom
Gregory had openly criticized during this period for prostituting themselves in regard to
the nature of divinity (ur) TopvevonTe Tept BedTnTQ), a reference to their continued
support of the doctrines of Arius and Sabellius even under the explicitly pro-Nicene
regime of Theodosius.*37 Oration 43, written after his retirement from Constantinople,
condemned these “men from the harem” (ol éx Tfjs yuvaikeviTi®os) in similar terms;
“manly only in their impiety and unable to prostitute themselves naturally, they do so in
the only way they can, with their tongues” (ToUs ToUTo udvov avdpikous Trv &céPeiav,
ol TO PUOIKES doeAyaively ouk ExovTes, ¢ dUvavTal pévov, Th YAoon
Topvevouot). ¥ In the De vita sua, however, Gregory chooses to focus instead on the
venality traditionally associated with eunuchs as part of his wider effort to fashion
himself as a philosopher-bishop, a figure presented here as uniquely able to resist worldly
corruption through the rational contemplation of the divine. Accordingly, he was content
to rely on reason (Adyos) as his “most trustworthy adviser” (oUpuPoulos

AopaAéoTaTos):

456 De vita sua, vv. 1424 — 1431.

7 0r. 37.16 — 22; quote from §17. McGuckin 2001b: 332 dates this oration on Christian marriage law to
December of 380, and suggests that it was delivered in the Church of the Holy Apostles “before the
emperor as part of a chancery meeting for legislative consultation.” Cf. Van Dam 2002: 145f.

48 Or. 43.47. In his farewell address to the council of Constantinople, Gregory questions the loyalty of the
court (8oov Te Tepl TOV PaciAéa BepaTtreuTikdy kai oikidiov) to Theodosius, for “the greater part is
unfaithful to God” (et pév kai BaoiAel moTdV, olk olda- Oedd 8¢ TO TAelov &mioTov); Or. 42.26.
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névos mobeiobat uaAAov 1) wioeiod’ Eyveov

Kal TG omavic TO oepvov fHumoAncdunv

Becd T& TOAA& kal kabdpoel TTpoovEuoY,

TGV 8¢ kpaToUvTwy Tas BUpas &AAois Sidous.

I alone understood that being missed is preferable to being hated and

earned great respect by making myself scarce, dedicating much of my time

to God and purification, while ceding the doors of the powerful to

others.*>?

In late June or early July of 381, however, Gregory was compelled by the
deteriorating circumstances of the council to set aside his studied aversion to the palace
and seek an audience with the emperor. His endorsement of Paulinus, the western-
backed claimant to the see of Antioch, had lost him the support of the Meletian faction in
the east and unleashed a storm of political and theological partisanship that not even
Theodosius himself could stem.*%% In the hope of restoring peace to the assembly, as well
as advancing his own western-influenced religious policies, the emperor summoned
episcopal delegations from Egypt and Macedonia.*®! Upon their arrival in mid-June, the
Egyptian contingent, “practitioners of the laws and mysteries of God” (épyaTal TéV ToU
Beol vouwv Te kai puoTnpicov) as Gregory sarcastically terms them, soon resolved to

depose the already beleaguered bishop of Constantinople on the basis of canon 15 of the

council of Nicaea, which forbade the transfer of bishops from one see to another.*¢2 In

439 De vita sua, vv. 1423 and 1432 — 1435.

460 De vita sua, vv. 1680 — 1718.

461 De vita sua, vv. 1797 — 1817; cf. McGuckin 2001b: 358 — 360.

462 De vita sua, vv. 1800 — 1801. Amm. Marc. 22.6.1 refers to Egyptians as an “argumentative race of men,

who are by custom always exceedingly happy to engage in rather intricate litigation” (genus hominum
controversum et assuetudine perplexius litigandi semper laetissimum).
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response to these “wicked intrigues” (TTAekTa kakd), Gregory abruptly resigned, a
striking demonstration of the “simplicity of heart” that he claimed to practice (Trv
amAoTnTa Kapdias dokoUpevos) and regard as the means of his salvation (€ s TO
0dCecB).463 Such an act, however, required the consent of the emperor, exposing him to
the corrupt and corrupting atmosphere of the imperial palace that he had described earlier
in the De vita sua. Yet here, too, this Christian Demosthenes turns the image of the court
as a nexus of worldly corruption to his rhetorical advantage.

He begins his poetic encounter with Theodosius by reiterating his simplicity, this
time within the milieu of the sycophantic culture and crooked politics of the imperial
court. To this end, Gregory asks a crescendo of rhetorical questions, each posing a
greater threat to his ascetic persona than the last:

Exuy’; ekAivOnv; nwdunv Tiis de€ias;

ikeTnpious Tpooryaydv Tvas Adyous;

&AAous B¢ péoPels ek pidcov TTpoucTnoduny,

TGV €v TéAel pdAiota Tous pot rAtépous,

XPuoov 8’ Epeuca, TOV SUvEoTNY TOV HEYav,

XPrlwv ToocouTou ur) meoeiv é€w Bpdvou;

Did I bow or fall prostrate? Did I grasp his right hand beseechingly or

speak as a suppliant? Did I put others forward as my representatives from

among my friends, in particular those in high office who are rather close to

me? Did I lavish gold, that mighty lord, out of a desire not to fall from so
great a throne?464

463 De vita sua, vv. 1865 — 1867.
464 De vita sua, vv. 1872 — 1877. Of course, in denying that he received any support from his friends during

this audience, Gregory also calls attention to the fact that he actually did have influential connections at the
imperial court.
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Rather, leaving such tactics to “the exceedingly devious” (oi Alav moAUotpogot), the
guileless bishop ran from the council, just as he was (cos efxov), directly to the emperor
himself (literally, &Aoupyis, “the purple robe”), implicitly bypassing the venal eunuchs
who controlled access to the palace.*%> Furthermore, what he said to Theodosius, he said
openly, noting that there were many present to witness his words (TToAAGV TTapdvTwv
Kai Tade okoTTouuéveov):

KAY T, elTrov, & PaciAed, aitdd xdptv
THV onv peyaAddwpov T& TavT’ Eouaiav.
oV Xpuoodv aiTdd o°, o TAAKas TToAuxpoous
oUd¢ Tpatélns HUCTIKF|S OKETTACUATA,

oU Tpds Yévous Tv' Uos apxikdv AaBeiv

f) ool y’, &pioTe, TANGiov TapaoTaTEV.
TalT éoTiv &AAcov, ofs pikpa omouddaleTan.
£y & EuauTOV AEIdd Kai pelloveov.

€v pot dobnTw: Hikpov eifal TG pBSvw.
Bpdvous OB pév, AAAE TTéppwbev oéPelv.
KEKUMKQ TTAOL, Kal pilols, pooUpevos

T un SUvacbat pds T ANV Beol PAéTEew.

My emperor, I said, I too ask a favor of you, all-powerful in your
munificence. I do not ask you for gold, or multicolored slabs of marble, or
coverings for the altar. Nor do I ask to receive some high office for a
family member, Excellency, or to stand close by your side. Such things
are for others, who zealously pursue trivialities. But I think myself worthy
of greater things. Grant me this one request: permit me to yield only
slightly to envy. I am anxious to pay homage to thrones, but from afar.
Hated by everyone, even my friends, I am tired of not being able to look to
anything except God for help.*6¢

465 De vita sua, vv. 1878 — 1880.

466 De vita sua, vv. 1881 — 1892,
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On behalf of his fellow bishops, Gregory urges Theodosius to restore “loving

harmony” (1} @iAn ouppeovia) to the council: “Let them throw away their arms, for your
sake at least, if not through fear of God and punishment” (t& émAa prydTwoav, GAA&
onv Xd&pw, &i ur|) poPw Beol Te kai Tipwpias).*” In return, he offers to continue his
sweat and toil on behalf of God (Tous i8p&Tas, olUs épevcapev Bedd) and to persevere in
suffering for the sake of the world (To kapTepeiv Taoxoucav eis kbouou xa&piv), only
not within institutional hierarchy of the church. Thus, he concludes, “You know that they
placed me on the throne, even though I was unwilling” (oic6’, cos &kovTa kai Bpdvey W

gvidpuoav).

Conclusion: Bishop. Sophist. and Senator

As Neil McLynn has noted, this “bold display of parrhesia’ is part of Gregory’s
broader textual strategy to lay claim to the image and authority of the late antique holy
man.*® Within the more specific context of the De vita sua, it serves to accentuate his
suffering and isolation even among the bustle of an ecumenical council and his
connections at the imperial court. The status conveyed here, then, is one based more on
Gregory’s “personally achieved sanctity” than his social or ecclesiastical rank. For
McLynn, the ascetic traits emphasized by this “self-made holy man” evoke the anchorite

hermits of the Egyptian and Syrian deserts and are to be contrasted with the manual labor

467 De vita sua, vv. 1893 — 1901.

468 McLynn 1998, quotes on 463 and 464.
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and communal discipline of his friend Basil’s monastery in Pontus. Yet, when viewed
outside an exclusively Christian framework, this passage can also be seen as drawing
upon the image of the philosopher, that other late antique holy man, especially when
placed in dialogue with representations of the philosophical life in the works of Libanius.

As I established in the previous chapter, Libanius too demonstrated anxiety over
the corrupting effect of material wealth. In a letter to the praetorian prefect Thalassius, he
maintained that gold exerted the greatest influence on men (uéyioTov év avBpcdTols
ioxUwv), and to look upon it with contempt constituted a virtue (kaAdv) “akin to
philosophy” (ptAocogias éyyUs fike).*®® The closest parallel, however, to Gregory’s
“philosophical” interaction with Theodosius lies in the Autobiography, where the image
of the philosopher plays an integral role in validating the relationship between Libanius
and his own imperial patron, Julian. Thus, like Gregory, the sophist initially held aloof
from the emperor; he considered it a mark of shamelessness (avaideia) to approach him
uninvited, and although he loved the man, he felt it unbecoming to flatter him because of
his position (Tév pév &udpa épilouv, Tnv dpxrv 8¢ ouk ekoAdkeuov).470 But once
invited, he visited often:

ai 8¢ ouvouoial Adyous Te MUV Tous UTrEp Adycov elxov kai émaivous

TGOV U TTPATTOUEVCOV EKEIVE) KA HEMYELS TAOV ALY WPNHEVWY, T TOUV

8¢ oUdEv oU TGV €v Bnoaupols, oUk oikiav, oU yijv, ouk pxd&s, Kai TO
ToU AploTopdvous Adyos v oUk 6OV KakOv TOV oU ToloUTov Sokelv,

469 Lib. Ep. 16.1 (N2). On Thalassius, who served under Gallus, see BLZG 289 (i), PLRE 886 (1), and
Amm. Marc. 14.1.10.

470 Lib. Or. 1.121.
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kai TouTo £didou TNV dpxijv, Eycd 8t oud’ amoAaPeiv nEiouv dvtwv pot
TATITIWY OU UIKPAV €V TOTS EKEIVOU KTT)HACIV.

Our conversations consisted of literary discussions, words of praise for his

achievements, and reproof for those matters he had neglected. I asked for

nothing from the treasury, no house, no land, no offices. That business

concerning Aristophanes was an oration I delivered to prevent a man who

was not wicked from seeming so; and while Julian granted him an office, I

did not think it right to receive one myself, even though no small amount

of my grandfather’s property was among his possessions.*’!
It was his scorn for personal profit (képdos), Libanius maintains, that proved to the
emperor his affection was genuine and thereby constituted the basis of the mappnoia he
exercised on behalf of Antioch and its council. Moreover, such conduct earned the
sophist a divinely inspired gift (8cdpov) from his philosopher-emperor, which took the
form of a simple, yet by no means insignificant compliment: “You seem to me,” Julian
said, “to be classed among the rhetors because of your eloquence, but your actions have
enrolled you among the philosophers” (gis puév pritopas kata Tous Adyous TeAelv, &1md
8¢ TGV Epycov év prhocdgols yeypdbar).4’? Both Libanius and Gregory, then, draw
upon a broader late antique matrix of philosophical Tp&&is in order to assert some
measure of personal independence from the figure of the emperor, and, more importantly,

to distinguish themselves from the flattery, bribery, and influence peddling rhetorically

associated with the imperial court and administration during this period.

471 Lib. Or. 1.125.

472 Lib. Or. 1.131. Libanius compares this statement with an oracle from the Pythia at Delphi, since Julian
“dwells under the influence of the gods” (Umd ToU Beols cuvoikdv); cf. Hdt. 1.65.
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Gregory’s philosophical épya, however, were adapted to a Christian context,
specifically the lengthy and contentious process of establishing a “new model of
episcopal authority, the imperial bishop.”#”* To this self-fashioned philosopher-bishop,
the episcopal throne was an object of reverence and its occupant should therefore act with
dignity, remaining free of the compromising ties of court patronage and the worldly
benefactions derived from them. In particular, a true Christian leader not only eschewed
personal influence and material wealth, but also impeded the flow of riches into churches,
the gold, brilliantly colored marble, and richly decorated altar cloths that increasingly
adorned their interiors and came to symbolize to many late antique Christians the
treasures that awaited them in heaven.#’* Thus, Gregory contested the growing tendency
to envision a resplendent Christ presiding over the bejeweled grandeur of a heavenly
court. His Jesus was not an emperor but a philosopher who retreated into the desert for
solitary contemplation; and as one whose task it had been to impart knowledge of the
divine to a Christian community surrounded by the luxuries and entertainments of an
imperial capital, it was especially important for him to emulate this particular conception
of humanity’s savior.

Furthermore, by investing his model bishop with the traditional elite preference
for retirement, Gregory offered a solution to “the bloodless battle” (1} dvaipnatos pdxn)

over thrones that he claimed was motivated primarily by territorial envy and the control

473 Elm 2000b: 411.

474 Janes 1998: 84 — 93.
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of church revenues. This Christianized otium cum dignitate, however, was to be devoted
to the rigorous examination of Scripture and a philosophical contemplation of God,
thereby enhancing the self-discipline already achieved through a classical Greek Taudeia.
Thus, Gregory invested his perfect episcopal candidate with an even greater dignitas than
that imparted by the senatorial otium of Symmachus and attempted to shape a Christian
hierarchy that surpassed the idealized imperial officials produced by Libanius’ solely
rhetorical education. Yet, as in the writings of his non-Christian contemporaries, a wider
late antique language and rhetoric of corruption was vital to justifying his own position in

late Roman society and privileging his particular conception of nobility.

214



Conclusion

The Rhetorics of Corruption

Among the published official dispatches sent by Q. Aurelius Symmachus to the
emperors during his tenure as Rome’s praefectus urbi is one written on behalf of an
Athenian philosopher, Celsus.*”> This otherwise unknown individual, whom Symmachus
extravagantly claims was “nearly equal to Aristotle” (Aristoteli subpar), was one in a
long line of philosophy teachers who had been customarily invited from Attica by public
decree (auctoritas publica) for the purpose of educating the youth of the Roman nobility
(erudiendis nobilibus). According to this relatio, addressed specifically to the eastern
emperor Theodosius, Celsus had not only promised “an instruction in
virtue” (magisterium bonarum artium), but had also agreed to undertake this position
without compensation (nullum quaestum professionis adfectans).*’® “For that reason,”
Symmachus writes, “he is worthy of admission to the senatorial order, so that we might
reward a mind free from the failings of avarice with the privilege of an honorable
rank” (ut animum vitiis avaritiae liberum dignitatis praemio muneremur). Moreover, in

addition to adlection to the Roman senate, the urban prefect asks the emperor to grant

475 Symm. Rel. 5.

476 Within the classical literary tradition, the term ars sometimes referred to an individual’s moral character,
either good or bad, as indicated by his or her external actions. Of particular relevance here is a passage
from Sallust’s Bellum Catilinae: “For avarice destroyed faithfulness, integrity, and the remaining virtues; in
their place, it taught men arrogance, cruelty, to neglect the gods, and to consider everything for

sale” (Namque avaritia fidem probitatem ceterasque artis bonas subvortit; pro his superbiam crudelitatem,
deos neglegere, omnia venalia habere edocuit; 10.4).
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Celsus the rank of consul specifically (praerogativa consularis), thereby exempting him
from the costly obligations of providing public services and popular entertainment for the
city (munia publica). Through such an exemption, Symmachus concludes, the senate
would avoid the appearance of being more concerned with his expenditure (sumptus) than
his educational services (magisterium), and itself remain free of “the disgraceful mark of
avarice” (avaritiae nota).

I have chosen this particular relatio to conclude my study because it draws
attention to two important distinctions between Symmachus’ rhetoric of corruption and
those of his eastern contemporaries. First, whereas greed and the corrupting potential of
material wealth play a significant role in the writings of Libanius and Gregory of
Nazianzus, the vice of avaritia appears infrequently in the Symmachean corpus. While
this first distinction is no doubt in part due to the nature of the sources examined here,
economic factors must also be taken into consideration. Writing in the early fifth century,
Olympiodorus of Thebes comments on the vast fortunes of Rome’s senatorial elite,
noting that Symmachus himself spent two thousand pounds of gold on his son’s
praetorian games in 401.477 Although the historian classifies him as “a senator of
moderate wealth” (ouykAnTikds cov TV peTpicov), Alan Cameron has convincingly
argued that Olympiodorus wrote ironically, and that Symmachus was in fact “one of the

super-rich.”7® Thus, it was not the newly acquired wealth of the aristocracy of service

477 Olympiodorus fr. 44; cf. Amm. Marc. 14.6.10.

478 Alan Cameron 1999: 499.
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that threatened this traditionalist senator, but the increasing diversity of senatorial
backgrounds.

As the order rapidly grew to incorporate a large number of senators from a wide
variety of social and geographical origins, the atmosphere and image of unanimitas
within the Roman senate became increasingly difficult to maintain. In response,
Symmachus refashions the republican crime of corrupt solicitation (ambitus) in order to
educate the members of senatorial families, both old and new, in the boundaries of
aristocratic conduct and the proper exercise of personal influence. Tied to the vice of
ambitio both linguistically and conceptually, ambitus is described in the Symmachean
corpus in terms of its opposition to verecundia and pudor, the primary motivating factors
behind the self-restraint that had long been essential to Roman conceptions of elite
identity. Thus, those who employed ambitus are portrayed as defying the conventions of
friendship (amicitia) and the bonds of patronage, and competing for honor and glory to
such a degree that they undermined the ideal of concordia that was central to the
reputation (fama) of the senate both in Rome and abroad. These, however, are uniquely
senatorial concerns and therefore result in a uniquely senatorial rhetoric of corruption.

Among the cities of the Greek east, the newfound wealth and influence of former
office holders posed a much greater threat to the established families of the local
aristocracies. Of particular relevance here is the work of the economic historian Jairus
Banaji, who attributes to the conversion to a gold standard under Constantine and the

resulting monetary expansion the development of a new classes of landowning elites

217



between the mid-fourth and mid-fifth centuries.*”® This new imperial aristocracy
gradually supplanted traditional curial elite and was significantly more motivated by
considerations of profitability. Although doubts have been raised about the applicability
of Banaji’s conclusions to the diverse conditions of the eastern countryside, the issue of
profit-making is central to Libanius’ rhetoric of corruption, which emphasizes the
negative impact of those who sought to profit from their positions within the imperial
administration.*8® Accordingly, the sophist contrasts the philanthropic conduct in office
of his former students, who were content with their salaries and left their posts
impoverished, with the “inhumanity” (dmwavBpcotia) of bribery, extortion, and usury.
However, as Antioch’s official sophist, Libanius attributes such corruption to the
growing popularity of shorthand writing and Roman law, studies that rivaled the literary
education offered in his classroom. These studies lacked the intellectual rigor of
traditional Greek maudeia, which required that students “pore through many poets, many
orators, and every other kind of written work” (&vaykn 8i& ToAAGV ptv oI TGOV
agikéobal, ToAAGY 8¢ PNTOPOV Kai TAVTOdATICIV £TEPLOV OUY Y PAUMETWY). 48!
Without such labors (révot), the practical wisdom (ppdvnois) and self-discipline
(cw@poouvn) that were essential prerequisites for good governance could not be

developed. Thus, under the rule of Constantius’ secretaries, the empire fell into turmoil

479 Banaji 2001: 101 — 170.

480 Whitby 2003: 443 specifically questions the applicability of Banaji’s thesis to the villages of North
Syria, “where there do not appear to be dominant land-holders.”

41 Lib. Or. 62.12.

218



and succumbed to idleness; offices were bought and sold, governing justly was scorned
and making a profit applauded, virtue yielded to pleasure. Students of law are also
portrayed as ignorant, “unable either to speak or to follow a speaker” (oUte Aéycov oudtv
oUte AéyovTi TTpooéxwv).*8? Lacking too that sense of decency imparted by rhetorical
training, these legal experts shout, break oaths, incite violence, and distribute bribes in
order to win their court cases. For uncultivated souls such as these, success is measured
solely by material gain. In the context of Libanius’ narrative of corruption, these
behaviors and attitudes naturally carried over from the courtroom into the imperial
administration, as an education in Roman law increasingly became an avenue for political
advancement.

Conversely, within the rhetorical narrative of Gregory of Nazianzus, the imperial
administration and the honorati play a very small role. Although the letters of this curial
bishop manifest a range of contacts both at Constantinople and in Cappadocian high
society, his orations and poetry depict a court dominated by venal and heretical eunuchs,
even under the staunchly pro-Nicene Theodosius, and dismiss the former office-holders
as possessed of a nobility that is more appearance than substance.*®? Instead, he crafted
his rhetoric of corruption with a view to shaping the hierarchy of the Christian church.

Accordingly, he contrasts the bishop’s duty to the souls of his congregation with the

482 Lib. Or. 40.6.
483 For Gregory’s contacts at court, see Ep. 93 —97, 128 — 130, 132 — 134, 136 — 137, and 168 — 170. He

also wrote numerous letters to various governors of Cappadocia to procure favors for friends, see Ep. 10,
104 — 106, 125 — 126, 131, 140 — 141, 147, 154 — 156, 195, 198, and 207.
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desire to gain control of church finances. To this base motivation, and the related vices of
ambition and envy, Gregory attributes much of the conflict within the Nicene community
that eventually derailed what was in his opinion the correct formulation of Trinitarian
doctrine. His solution to such corruption is to fashion the ideal bishop as a philosopher.
This brings me to the second important distinction raised by Relatio 5, that is, the
role of the philosopher in the rhetorical narratives of Symmachus, Libanius, and Gregory
of Nazianzus. The adoption of a philosophical persona was a self-fashioning strategy
available to members of both the senatorial and curial elites during the late Roman
empire. In Symmachus’ Epistulae, however, as in Relatio 5, the philosopher, for the most
part, appears as a recipient of senatorial patronage, rather than a source of senatorial
identity.*8* Indeed, this particular senator consciously rejects such a persona in his letters
to Praetextatus, locating himself within the sphere of aristocratic leisure between the two
extremes of philosophical study and the corrupting pleasures of Campania.*®> In this
middle ground, he uses the language of idleness and luxury to construct an otium that is
dignified both in its subordination to the affairs of state (negotium) and its dedication to
the personal concerns and duties of the senatorial order. Although literary pursuits and
theoretical contemplation were among these negotia privata, for Symmachus, they were
not as central to his epistolary persona as his obligations to family and friends. After all,

the senators of fourth-century Rome once again had the opportunity to participate in the

484 Symmachus writes on behalf of philosophers in Ep. 1.29, 41, and 79; 2.29, 39, and 61; and 9.39; and for
a female relative of the Cynic philosopher, Asclepiades, in Ep. 5.31.

485 Symm. Ep. 1.47 and 48.
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business of empire. To adopt the persona of a figure renowned for mastering his passions
“in a self-created solitude” and operating outside the ties of family, friendship, and
patronage would be incongruous with the political and social revival of the Roman senate
that characterized this period.*3¢

In the Greek east, the concept of the philosophical life had much deeper roots and
was more heavily contested. Indeed, fourth-century debates over the nature of the “true”
philosophical life ultimately derive from Plato and Aristotle, and form the intellectual
backdrop to the role of philosophy in the rhetorical construction of corruption within the
writings of both Libanius and Gregory of Nazianzus.*®” In Libanius, the image of the
philosopher manifests itself almost exclusively in the Bios TpakTikds, specifically as a
model of conduct for possessors of public authority. Accordingly, in the aforementioned
letter to the praetorian prefect Thalassius, the sophist praises as virtues “akin to
philosophy” (pthocogias £y yUs fiket) not only a contempt for gold (xpuoos
KaTappovoUuevos), but also a free tongue, a character that despises evil, a love of things
good, and the courage he displays in benefiting some but rejecting others (yAddtTa
EAeuBépa kai TpdTOSs HoOoTTdVNPOS Kai TV oTroudaiwv €pds kai TO HET avdpeias

TOUS UEv €U TrOLETY, TOoUs B¢ éAavvely).*®8 More significantly, in his capacity as Antioch’s

4% On the paradoxical image of the philosopher as “a man free from society,” yet who intervened in it on
the basis of this freedom, see Brown 1992: 62 — 64; cf. Fowden 1982. The numerous recommendations
cited above that Symmachus wrote on behalf of these supposedly reclusive figures further complicate this
picture.

487 Elm 2003: 498.

48 Lib. Ep. 16.1 (N2).
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official sophist, Libanius at times competed with the local Christian bishop to assume the
traditional role of the philosopher as the ideal mediator between city and emperor.*+%°
Although this is most apparent in his autobiographical account of the emperor Julian,
who enrolled him among the philosophers because of his disdain for personal profit,
Libanius continued to lend his eloquence to the council and people of Antioch during the
reign of the Christian emperor Theodosius, especially in the aftermath of the Riot of the
Statues in 387.4%° Yet in the wider context of this event, it is also possible to discern the
eventual victor in this competition over the symbolic capital of the philosopher. For in
the contemporary homilies of Libanius’ former student, John Chrysostom, it is the bishop
Flavianus who successfully appeals to the emperor on behalf of the city, and monks who
provide solace to its citizens.*’!

Like his future successor to the episcopal throne of Constantinople, Gregory of
Nazianzus, too, played an integral part in the Christian appropriation of the role and
authority of the classical philosopher. However, in contrast to the bishops and monks of
Peter Brown (including Gregory’s school friend, Basil of Caesarea), this second-
generation curial churchman based his philosophical persona not only on his care for the

poor and the needy, but also on the self-control and intellectual ability developed in the

489 Brown 1992: 65 — 67.

40 Lib. Or. 1.125 - 127, and 131. Libanius describes his efforts on behalf of the people of Antioch during
the famine and ensuing riot over taxation in Or. 1.205 — 211; in the aftermath, he composed Or. 19 —23.

41 Joh. Chrys. Hom. ad pop. Ant., PG 49.15 — 240; cf. Averil Cameron 1991: 136 — 138, and Van de Paverd
1991.
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traditional Tau8eia of his class.*9> Gregory shared Libanius’ devotion to the Adyo, but
placed the fruits of the mental and physical &oknois that he undertook at Athens in the
service of the one true Adyos. This Christian Bios BecopeTikds, then, was dedicated to
the study and contemplation of Scripture, and transpired in the leisured retreat of the
aristocratic estate. Moreover, as in the case of the dignified otium of Rome’s senatorial
order, the philosophical leisure of Gregory’s ideal bishop served as essential preparation
for a political life of action. Only those who had been thoroughly trained in language,
rhetoric, and philosophy were able to comprehend the word of God and therefore impart
knowledge of the divine to the Christian community.*>3 Only those who had cultivated
the philosopher’s strength of character could resist the growing riches of the church and
the material rewards of imperial patronage. Finally, only those who maintained the
proper balance between the Bios 6ecopeTikds and the Bios mpakTikds failed to succumb
to the worldly ambition and pernicious envy that so frequently accompanied episcopal
office and jeopardized the correct formulation of Trinitarian doctrine. Thus, Gregory’s
fashioning of the philosopher-bishop was not simply a response to the corrupting
potential of ecclesiastical power and wealth, but to the corruption of the Trinity and the
threat this posed to the souls of ordinary Christians.

Yet, in spite of all their differences, in language and cultural heritage, status and

religious belief, underlying the rhetorical construction of corruption in the writings of all

492 Brown 1992: 71 — 158.

493 Elm 2003: 503f.
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three authors is a deep anxiety about the nature of elite identity during this period. The
development and rapid expansion of an imperial bureaucracy that conferred senatorial
status on its members threatened the homogeneity of the senate at Rome and destabilized
the traditional social hierarchy of the cities of the Greek east. At the same time, the
increasing wealth and status of the Christian church offered still another opportunity for
social advancement, as local bishops gradually displaced the established civic aristocracy
as the principal benefactors of the urban populace. In response to this unprecedented era
of social mobility, many among the traditional elite strata of the Roman empire drew
upon and adapted classical notions of corruption in order to advance their own particular
conception of nobility and maintain a position at the apex of late antique society. Such a
rhetorical strategy, however, simultaneously provided an avenue of assimilation for the
members of these new elites by defining noble status primarily in terms of virtue rather
than wealth or even birth.

Thus, the picture of late antiquity that emerges from the rhetorical narratives of
Symmachus, Libanius, and Gregory of Nazianzus differs from the accounts of both
Ramsay MacMullen and Christopher Kelly. For, in spite of their widely divergent views
on the effectiveness of the later Roman bureaucracy, these two scholars share the notion
that there was “a profound change in the way the Roman Empire was ruled.”*
MacMullen describes this shift in terms of class: “Both public and private power came to

be treated as a source of profit, in the spirit of slaves, freedmen, supply sergeants, and

494 Kelly 2004: 108.
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petty accountants.”? This new ethos of venality spread across the empire through the
expanding apparatus of the state, and gradually replaced the aristocratic networks of
patronage that had proved so effective in maintaining social order and transmitting
imperial power. Kelly, on the other hand, offers a more favorable assessment of the late
antique imperial administration, but nevertheless largely upholds this dichotomy between
traditional networks of influence based on friendship and the exchange of favors and new
networks established through the payment of goods and services.*® However, within the
writings of the three authors who form the subject of this study, the profound changes that
took place during this period are portrayed not as systemic but rather as a result of the
personal failings of emperors and individuals. Even so, this does not mean that their
accounts should be dismissed as merely a distorted reflection of real historical processes.
Indeed, it is through the language and rhetoric of corruption that these traditional
aristocrats promoted a type of nobility that emphasized the self-discipline and virtuous
conduct developed in the course of a literary and rhetorical education over what they felt
were the more superficial and arbitrary criteria of wealth and ancestry. In other words,
they used the potential of traditional Toudeia to bridge social barriers and accommodate
the development of new elites, while at the same time imparting the values and

assumptions of the more established elite strata of the late Roman empire.

495 MacMullen 1988: x.

4% Kelly 2004: 158 — 185.
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