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Abstract

Body Language: Lactantius and the Corporeal

Marissa Swan

This dissertation brings together Lactantius’ De opificio Dei (hereafter Opif.) and his De
mortibus persecutorum (hereafter De mort. pers.), and puts these two texts in dialogue with one
another for the purpose of showing how Lactantius’ treatment of imperial bodies in the latter
cannot be fully understood without taking into consideration his treatment of the body in the
former. In reading these two texts together, I diverge from their traditional treatment as two
separate, wholly disparate treatises that take part in different genres and have dissimilar aims.
More specifically, I position the seemingly healthy, whole, and perfectly constructed body found
in Opif. as a backdrop against which to read the diseased and disfigured imperial bodies of the
persecutors. In doing so I show how De mort. pers. enacts the theological anthropology
articulated in Opif., and how both corporeal order and disorder become a visible disclosure of
divine existence. The persecutors’ corporeal decay is not simply a product of invective or
moralizing rhetoric, but the explicit inversion of the ideal body crafted by the Christian god—
making their physical disintegration a sign of cosmic disorder and a vindication of Christian

truth.



With this as its methodological foundation, this dissertation asks the following questions:
What does it mean that Opif., a text emerging from a moment of political instability and religious
persecution, turns so insistently to the body—mnot just as a biological entity, but as a locus of
knowledge, an ontological landscape upon which important truths about what it means to be a
person become inscribed? What does Lactantius’ approach to and use of the human form reveal
about his understanding of the world—its structure, its values, and his own position within its
unfolding narrative?

In Chapter 1, I establish my methodological foundation. I show how the body in antiquity
was read, interpreted, and scrutinized through frameworks borrowed from medicine, and I
therefore argue that Lactantius, although not a doctor, adopts diagnostic modes of seeing that
mimic those employed by physicians. In Chapter 2, I analyze Lactantius’ systematic examination
of the ideal human body in his Opif.. This body establishes the corporeal ideal that becomes the
evaluative metric for the bodies depicted in his De mort. pers.. In Chapter 3, I turn to the
grotesque, swollen, and decaying bodies of the pagan emperors. Here I show the way in which
their corporeal disintegrations enact the theological anthropology articulated in Lactantius’

earlier treatise.
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Introduction

Moments of turmoil and instability—political, social, personal—force us to redefine and
renegotiate who we are in relation to all that we experience taking place external to us. In these
moments we, whether consciously or unconsciously, are reoriented back to ourselves, and
therefore to our physical bodies and the space that they occupy at any given moment. As a result,
our identity, and the ways in which we understand that identity, come into question, ultimately
forcing us, and therefore our own self, to undergo a process of recontextualization.!

I understand the construction of this self to be a reflexive process, one that forces the
individual to examine thoroughly their own existence in relation to all that comes to be outside of
themself. As Charles Taylor argues, “““What I am as a self, my identity, is essentially defined by
the way things have significance for me.”? The self, as Taylor understands it, can never exist in
isolation, nor as an entity independent of its environment and all those other entities that inhabit
it. Instead, it comes to be “only among other selves,” and it cannot “be described without
reference to those who surround it.””* The individual’s environment, therefore, plays an important
role in their understanding of the nature of their own self. This means that when the environment,
which the self inhabits, becomes destabilized, when those social and political norms, practices,

and structures that were once deemed significant undergo disruption and change, the self must, in

! The rich and complicated question of What is the self? extends far beyond the scope of this dissertation, and
therefore is impossible to answer in any meaningful way. For a thorough, albeit temporally limited, overview of
prominent sociological theories of the self and its construction see Callero 2003. For a more recent overview
specifically of Western theories of the self and its ideological development throughout history, see Barresi and
Martin 2011.

2 Taylor 2001: 34.

3 Ibid. 35.



response, look back onto itself in order to examine and redefine the terms by which it inhabits
space and the external world.

In 303 CE, Lucius Caecilius Firmianus Lactantius (¢.250-¢.325) found himself at the
epicenter of one such volatile moment.* On February 23, 303, the emperor Diocletian issued an
edict that called for, according to Eusebius’ (¢.260-339) account, churches to be toppled,
Scriptures to be burned, and those who professed to be Christian to lose their rights.’> More edicts
followed shortly after, which ordered that “all of the presiding officers of the churches” (tovg
TOV EKKANCIBY TPoEdpous Tavtag) be sent to prison and then forced, by any means necessary, to
perform a sacrifice.® Eusebius proceeds to recount how (Euseb., Hist. eccl. 8.3.1):

[...] tote TAETOTOL PEV BOOL TV EKKANGIDVY ApYOVTES, Ovaig aikiong Tpofdmg

EvabAncavteg, peydAwmv dymvev iotopiog Emedeiavto, popiot 8” dALOL TV Yuynv VIO

delAlag TPOVAPKNGAVTEG TTPOYEIPWS 0VTMG Ad TPDTNG £ENcBévnoay TposPoAfic, TV 6

Aom®dv €xootog €10 ddpopa Pachvmv EVAALATTEY, O PEV PHACTIEWY aiKICOUEVOS TO GO,

0 8¢ oTpePAdoESY Kai EEGLLOTG AVOTOHOVITOLS TILMPOVIEVOS, £ 0ic idN TVEG 0VK oictov

amnmvéykavto tod Piov Télog.

[...] then very many of the rulers of the churches willingly went up against terrible tortures,

and they displayed spectacles of great actions; countless others, whose soul became numb

on account of fear, readily became weak from the first attack. Of the rest, each underwent
different forms of torture, one had their body tortured with whips, another was punished

4 All dates are CE unless otherwise noted. There exists some uncertainty surrounding Lactantius’ second name. The
extant manuscripts give us either Caelius or Caecilius. Cf. Brandt and Laubmann 1890: vii. I follow Bowen and
Garnsey 2003: 1, n.1.

5 Cf. Euseb., Hist. eccl. 8.2.4. Eusebius of Caesarea comes to us as a historian of the Christian church, Christian
apologist, and biblical commentator. Writing at the same time as Lactantius, Eusebius preserves for us important,
albeit biased, details concerning Constantine and his reign. In 313 he was elected as bishop of Caesarea, a position
which he held until his death. For biographical overviews of Eusebius, see Wallace-Hadrill 1960; Barnes 1981;
Carriker 2003; Grant 2006; Singh 2015. More recently, Corke-Webster (2019) has challenged the reliability of
Eusebius as a narrator of factual history, and, in an attempt to uncover Eusebius’ motivations for and methods
employed in writing his Ecclesiastical History, he approaches the church historian as a writer with a calculated
agenda.

® Euseb., Hist. eccl. 8.2.5. All translations here and throughout are my own unless stated otherwise. There were four
edicts in total. The first edict was that which was published in February 303. The second called for the arrest of
church officials primarily in the East. The third ordered these officials to be released should they perform the
sacrifice. The fourth edict, published early in 304 required all citizens of the Empire to perform the sacrifice with
death as the punishment for non-compliance.



with racks and torn apart in an unbearable way, when indeed some, not favorably, met a
terrible end of their life.

By way of this brief overview detailing the various ways in which Diocletian’s orders were carried
out, Eusebius emphasizes the corporeality of the persecution. The tortured individuals provided
“spectacles” (iotopioc)—both narratives of their pain and suffering, and insight into who they
were—for whoever may have had the (dis)pleasure of witnessing the dissolution of their physical
bodies. The visuality of these bodies that were whipped, torn apart, and lifeless told stories to their
viewer, effectively revealing each individual’s true identity.’

Like Eusebius, Lactantius too documents the ramifications of Diocletian’s edicts.® In his
De mortibus persecutorum (hereafter, De mort. pers.), Lactantius writes that, “because of fear”
(pro timore), the emperor ordered his men to enter churches, burn the scriptures (scripturae
repertae incenduntur), and search for the image of God (simulacrum dei quaeritur).’ The

ecclesia, perched above the city, was then to be burned, and all Christians were to be deprived of

7 The four edicts were enforced inconsistently across the provinces. Edict IV, for example, was extensively enforced
in the East but hardly implemented in the West. The implications of the edicts also differed in the two regions. For
instance, the first edict was primarily concerned with traditio, the act of handing over Scriptures. For the churches in
the West, especially those in North Africa, this was often considered a terrible apostasy, one worse than the
performance of the actual sacrifice. For those churches in East, however, the act was not so problematic. Cf. de Ste.
Croix 1954. This regional variation stemmed from the fact that there was no formal prohibition of Christianity in the
Empire. Cf. de Ste. Croix 1963. In fact, since at least the reign of Trajan, the government abided by “the wise
principle that Christians were not to be sought out” (de Ste. Croix 1954: 78-79). For a detailed study of the causes,
implementation, regional variations, and eventual cessation of the persecution see Plescia 1971 and Keresztes 1983.

8 When reading both Eusebius and Lactantius’ account of Diocletian’s persecution, and their characterizations of the
emperors both here and throughout this dissertation, the biases of both authors must not be forgotten and their
narratives should not always be taken at face-value. Instead, we must question the truthfulness and accuracy of their
accounts, taking into consideration the various ways in which their narratives serve their respective political and
theological agendas, the image(s) of Constantine they are attempting to construct, and the nature of the Christian
identity they are trying to fashion. As Corke-Webster has recently pointed out, an interesting, albeit perplexing,
characteristic of De mort. pers. is its focus less on Christianity and the suffering Christians, but on the imperial
households for the purposes of, as Corke-Webster argues, investigating “the empire’s problems, which Lactantius
diagnoses as stemming from a failing in the interrelationships of the emperors at its core” (Corke-Webster 2020:
346-7).

° Lact., De mort. pers. 10.1; 12.2. Here and throughout, I use Creed’s (1984) edition of the text. I also want to make
a note concerning my use of God and god. When I refer to God with a capitalized ‘G,’ I am specifically referring to
the name of the Christian deity. Alternatively, when I use god with a lowercase ‘g,” I am referring not to a specific
divine being, but to a god in the general sense.



their “honor and dignity” (honore ac dignitate), tortured (tormentis subiecti essent), and stripped
of their “freedom and voice” (libertatem [...] ac vocem).'® Lactantius remembers that there was
one individual who tore the edict down from the wall, and as a result he “immediately was
carried away, and not only was he tortured, but also, having been punished according to law, he
finally had been burnt alive with admirable endurance.”!! It was a time when prisons were at
capacity, and the types of tortures carried out were “unheard of” (inaudita).'? Finally, by way of
a Vergilian quotation, Lactantius describes the day of the edict’s posting as “the first of death
and the first cause of evils” (Ille dies primus leti primusque malorum/causa fuir)."?

In his De mort. pers., Lactantius traces Diocletian’s edict back to the haruspices and their
repeated failed attempts at reading the entrails of sacrificed cattle. When they did not see the
customary markings, they blamed the presence of Christians (profani homines) at sacred
events.!* Consumed with rage, Diocletian then commanded his military personnel to perform
proper sacrifices, and those who refused to do so were to be discharged from their service.!®> This
command alone, however, was not to be considered an overt attack on the Christians. Instead, as
Lactantius recounts, it was only in conversation with Maximian that Diocletian was persuaded to

issue edicts of persecution.!® The former was frenzied, and persuaded by his own mother to hate

10 Lact., De mort. pers. 12.4-5; 13.1.

1 Statimque perductus non modo extortus, sed etiam legitime coctus cum admirabili patientia postremo exustus est,
Lact., De mort. pers. 13.3.

12 Ibid. 15.5.

13 Ibid. 12.1; Verg., Aen. 4.169-170.
4 Lact., De mort. pers. 10.2-3.

15 Cf. Ibid. 10.4.

16 Davies (1989) challenges Lactantius’ argument that the persecution was the result of Galerius’ fanaticism and
reluctantly approved by Diocletian.



the Christians—a woman whom Lactantius characterizes as “very superstitious” (admodum
superstitiosa) and just as maddened as her son.!” In fact, Diocletian attempted to stand in
opposition to the hyper-emotional state of his colleague (De mort. pers. 11.3):

[...] diu senex furori eius repugnavit ostendens quam perniciosum esset inquietari orbem

terrae, fundi sanguinem multorum; illos libenter mori solere; satis esse si palatinos

tantum ac milites ab ea religione prohiberet.

[...] for a long time, the old man (Diocletian) fought against his madness, showing how

destructive it would be for the world to be disturbed, for a lot of blood to be shed;

showing him that those Christians were accustomed to die gladly, and that it would be

sufficient if he prohibited members of the palace staff and soldiers from this religion.
Still uncertain as to whether persecution was the correct course of action, Diocletian sought the
opinions of magistrates and military officers, but in the end turned to divine wisdom and sent a
haruspex to Apollo of Miletus who “responded just as an enemy of the divine religion would”
(respondit ille ut divinae religionis inimicus).'8

It was amidst this madness, this torture and destruction of bodies, and this political
instability that Lactantius wrote his De opificio Dei (hereafter, Opif.), a treatise that
systematically examines the human form in its entirety. With confidence we can date Lactantius’
writing of Opif. between 303 and 305, and its composition most likely occurred in Nicomedia
and at the beginning of the persecution.!” To bookend Opif. Lactantius himself hints that he is
writing his treatise at some point shortly after the publication of Diocletian’s first edict. At the

text’s beginning, he informs his former student, Demetrianus, that “from this little book™ (ex hoc

libello), he will come to realize not only that its author is experiencing little relaxation, but also

17 Lact., De mort. pers. 11.1.

18 Lact., De mort. pers. 11.7. DePalma Digeser (2004) challenges the traditional assumption that the oracle of Apollo
at Didyma was the catalyst for the initial wave of persecution in 303. She argues, instead, that the prophecy obtained
from the oracle of Apollo at Daphne in 299, as reported by Constantine later, was the actual impetus. Eusebius
considers Galerius to be the true impetus for the edicts. Cf. Euseb., Mart. Pal. 4.1.

19 See Ogilvie 1978: 2; Roots 1987: 467, 471; Perrin 2001: 71-72.
5



that he is “in the worst constraints” (in summis necessitatibus).?’ Béatrice Bakhouche and Sabine
Luciani convincingly argue that these “constraints” subtly refer to the havoc caused by
Diocletian’s persecution, including Lactantius’ loss of his job teaching Latin at the imperial
court.?! In the treatise’s final chapter, Lactantius begins his conclusion by stating, “To you,
Demetrianus, I have spoken about these things, although with few words and perhaps more
obscurely than was proper due to the necessity of circumstances and of time [...].”?

From Lactantius we can also infer that Opif. was written before his Divinae institutiones
(hereafter, Div. inst.), whose first edition he began to write most likely in 305.23 These allusions,
taken with Lactantius’ assertion that he remained in Nicomedia for two years following the
conclusion of the persecution, place him and the writing of his Opif. at the persecution’s
epicenter.?* In other words, in this time of turmoil, chaos, and uncertainty Lactantius turned to
the body, to questions of what it means to be alive, to inhabit this physical world, and why we
must navigate this world by way of a fragile corporeal vessel.

In Opif. Lactantius’ purpose is twofold: on the one hand, he employs the body as a
teleological tool with which to question the purpose of human existence, how humans come to

be, and why their bodies take on this particular shape. On the other hand, he situates the body

20 Lact., Opif. 1.1.

21 Cf. Bakhouche and Luciani 2009: 188, n.2. I use Bakhouche and Luciani’s edition of Opif. throughout this
dissertation.

22 Haec ad te, Demetriane, interim paucis et obscurius fortasse quam decuit pro rerum ac temporis necessitate
peroravi [...], Lact., Opif. 20.1.

23 In Div. inst. Lactantius refers back to Opif. at 2.10.15, here noting that he is going to skip over Stoic and
Ciceronian thought on the role divine providence played in the construction of the human body because he already
discussed it at length in his previous work. The date of 305 for the first edition of Div. inst. can be inferred from
Lactantius’ allusion to Galerius as an active persecutor at 5.11.5, as well his assumption that all of the persecutors
are alive at 5.23.1. Cf. Barnes 1981: 291, n.96.

24 Cf. Lact., Div. inst. 5.2.2, 5.11.15.



within the larger cosmological order to illuminate and critique the nature of the relationship
between humans, their bodies, and God their creator. In carrying out this systematic investigation
of the body’s exterior and interior parts, Lactantius attempts to draw conclusions about what it
means to exist by way of this fleshy object—an investigation which he ultimately uses in order to
prove God’s existence.

The construction of Opif., like that of the human body it examines, is symmetrical. There
are twenty chapters, the first of which identifies Lactantius’ addressee as his former student
Demetrianus. From there he goes on to examine the difference between humans and animals
(chapters 2-4). To construct this dichotomy, Lactantius begins by identifying the unique features
of human beings, their physical weaknesses, and how God has uniquely endowed them with
ratio. He then moves to the exterior of the body, mapping out its visual and tangible components
(chapters 5-7). Here he zooms in on both the head and the chest (chapters 8-10), providing his
own analysis of the sensory organs. In the second half of the treatise, Lactantius moves to the
body’s interior in order to examine its internal organs (chapters 11-14). To conclude Opif.,
Lactantius segues into a more psychological discussion of the human’s intellect and animus
(chapters 15-20).

This dissertation brings together Lactantius’ Opif. and his De mort. pers., and puts these
two texts in dialogue with one another for the purpose of showing how Lactantius’ treatment of
imperial bodies in the latter cannot be fully understood without taking into consideration his
treatment of the body in the former. As Perrin argues, Opif. looks ahead to what many scholars
consider to be Lactantius’ magnum opus, his Divinae institutiones (hereafter Div. inst.)—the

composition of which took place between the years 306 and 313.% Perrin describes Opif. as a

% For dating Div. inst. see Ogilvie 1978: 2-3; Nicholson 1985: 291; Monat 1993: 48; DePalma Digeser 1994. The
date of the second edition of Div. inst. and the added invocations to Constantine prove to be a point of uncertainty,

7



preface of sorts, arguing, “Le De opificio a servi de prolégomene, et tout ce qui concerne la
creation dans les Instituions a été abrégé de ce que continent le premier ouvrage.”?¢ In making
this claim, Perrin reconciles the fact that, in his Div. inst., a text which provides a thorough
presentation of early Christian ideology, Lactantius fails to discuss in detail God’s creation of the
human being. I do not disagree with Perrin; Lactantius’ Opif. does, in fact, serve as a quasi-
preface to his more complete treatment of divine providence in his larger work. However, I argue
that it also serves as an important prologue for that text which comes after his magnum opus.

The content and tone of Lactantius’ anthropological treatise differs quite significantly from
his De mort. pers, a text in which he carries out a rhetorical onslaught against the persecutors and
those throughout the imperial period.?’” Amidst this polemical narrative, Lactantius also
constructs his own historical timeline of the political events that took place between 303 and 313,
a rhetorical move that allows the treatise to be considered simultaneously as both
historiographical in nature and a piece of invective. Byron Waldron characterizes De mort. pers.
as a “polemical pro-Christian pamphlet that responds to the Tetrarchic persecution,” but as a text

that may also be labelled as a piece of “invective history.”?®

but Ogilvie suggests that Lactantius published the second edition during the years 311- 313. See Ogilvie 1978: 3.
Heck and Wlosok argue that Lactantius completed his Div. inst. before the death of Galerius in May 311, but then
retracted it twice. See Heck and Wlosok 2005: viii. More will be said about Div. inst. below.

26 Perrin 2005: 335. Also see Coleman 2017: 16.

27 The composition of De mort. pers. took place ¢.313-315. Barnes (1973) argues that a date of ¢.314/315 is

the most appropriate, going against scholars who prefer a later date of ¢.318. He argues that the preference for a
later date is due to incorrectly dating the death of Diocletian as 3 December 316, and the battle between Constantine
and Licinius as 8 October 314. Cf. Barnes 1973: 32. Colot agrees with Barnes and argues that Lactantius wrote De
mort. pers. after the conclusion of Diocletian’s persecution and before the first battle between Licinius and
Constantine. Cf. Colot 2005: 136. In his introduction to his own edition of the text, Creed dates the text’s
composition to a time later than August 314, since Lactantius writes of Valeria wandering throughout various
provinces for fifteen months after hearing about the victory of Licinius. Cf. Creed 1984: xxxiii; De mort. pers. 50.3,
51.1. Because of the way in which Lactantius depicts Licinius, the text had to be composed before the relationship
between Constantine and Licinius became irreparably damaged in 316.

28 Waldron 2021: 30-31.



In contrast with Eusebius’ account of the deaths of the persecutors, Lactantius
interestingly is less concerned with the persecutors’ relationship with the Christian church than
with their political agendas. After stating his goal for writing this treatise (section 1), Lactantius
prefaces his discussion concerning the persecutors of his own time with a brief overview of the
fates of Nero, Domitian, Decius, Valerian, and Aurelian (sections 2-6). After this catalogue of
sorts, Lactantius then turns to the first Tetrarchy—a political alliance that was ambitious in its
attempt to stabilize imperial rule after decades of turmoil. From a historical perspective, the third
century often has been characterized as a period of crisis. Turning to contemporary literary
sources, Géza Alfoldy argues that both pagan and Christian writers were acutely aware of a
socio-political breakdown due to factors such as: rapid imperial turnover, social upheaval,
economic distress, the military’s lack of discipline, and religious strife. For Alfoldy, there existed
a uniformity in respect to a social awareness of crisis that transcended religious boundaries, and
he argues that “Roman society was generally convinced that it was living in an age of serious
transformations,” which signified “present collapse or future uncertainty for the Empire.”’
Lukas de Blois (2002) has since questioned the legitimacy of this historical understanding of the
third century as a period of crisis. In doing so de Blois refutes scholars like Alfoldy by arguing

that the notion of a unified, empire-wide crisis is a modern historiographical construction, one

built upon the foundation of biased literary sources.*

2 Alfoldy 1974: 98. Foundational to this approach is Gibbon’s landmark work The History of the Decline and Fall
of the Roman Empire, in which he influentially argues that, because of a rapid turnover of emperors, military
usurpations, and a breakdown of centralized authority the third century was a period characterized by chaos and
turmoil. See specially Chapters 6 through 13.

30 More will be said about this in Chapter 1.



De mort. pers. is one such “biased literary source.”*! With the implicit goal of supporting
both the political legitimacy of Constantine and Licinius and their divine mission, Lactantius
describes in detail the preparations made leading up to and the outbreak of Diocletian’s
persecution (sections 10-16), which is followed by Diocletian’s abdication (sections 17-19) and a
character sketch of Maximian Galerius as a malevolent Augustus whose imperial policies were
fueled by greed and hatred (sections 20-27).3? The narrative then shifts to the death of Maximian
Herculius (sections 28-30), which is followed by the political downfall and grisly death of
Galerius (sections 31-35). Lactantius then recounts Maximin Daia’s own loss of imperial power,
the failings of his government, and his subsequent death (sections 36-49). After a brief note
about the fate of the women associated with Diocletian (sections 50-51), the treatise then
concludes with a statement of gratitude for the Christian god and the Church’s deliverance from
non-Christian rule (section 52).3

In reading Opif. and De mort. pers. together, I diverge from their traditional treatment as
two separate, wholly disparate treatises that take part in different genres and have dissimilar
aims. More specifically, I position the seemingly healthy, whole, and perfectly constructed body

found in Opif. as a backdrop against which to read the diseased and disfigured imperial bodies of

3! The manuscript of De mort. pers. was not discovered until 1678, found in a convent located in the South of
France. Touber records that the text then “came out in five editions and three translations,” which were published
throughout “Catholic France, Anglican England, Lutheran Sweden, as well as in the Reformed Dutch Republic,”
(Touber 2016: 268). Despite the text’s clear biases and embellishments, its readers throughout the seventeenth
century considered it to be “a valuable witness of the history of late antiquity and early Christianity,” (Touber 2016:
270). Brandt famously questioned the attribution of De mort. pers. to Lactantius, a line of questioning carried on by
Anfuso (1925) and Borleffs (1930). Pichon (1901) advocated, against Brandt, that Lactantius was, in fact, De mort.
pers.’s author. Also see Lawlor 1903.

32 Cf. DePalma Digeser 2020. Here DePalma Digeser argues that Lactantius’ narrative is not an objective record of
events but a deliberate use of an “apocalyptic frame” that can be mapped onto narratives found in the Book of
Daniel and Revelation for the purpose of serving the political and ideological needs of Constantine’s regime.

33 For a thorough consideration of the influence that Neoplatonism, as a philosophical school, had on The Great
Persecution, see DePalma Digeser 2012.
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the persecutors. In doing so I show how De mort. pers. enacts the theological anthropology
articulated in Opif., and how both corporeal order and disorder become a visible disclosure of
divine existence. The persecutors’ corporeal decay is not simply a product of invective or
moralizing rhetoric, but the explicit inversion of the ideal body crafted by the Christian god—
making their physical disintegration a sign of cosmic disorder and a vindication of Christian
truth.

If De mort. pers. dramatizes this logic through the spectacle of imperial decay, then Opif.
provides the anthropological foundation that makes such a reading possible. About Opif.
specifically, Johannes Vorster once asked, “why in a time of turmoil and persecution, in a time
of danger” did Lactantius “write what he calls a ‘little book’ that concerns the manner in which
the Creator has formed the body?”** To answer this question Vorster explores the relationship
between body and space, specifically examining how the body is described and positioned in
space throughout the treatise. He argues that Lactantius’ focus on anatomical and physiological
details is not simply theological or philosophical, but instead ideological. For Vorster,
Lactantius’ goal is to promote a model of the ideal Roman male body that upholds elite and
rational masculinity in an attempt to critique imperial ideology, Diocletian as ruler, and to
reassert a Roman virtue ethics aligned with Stoic and Ciceronian thought. Like Vorster I too ask:
why the body, and why now? What does it mean that Opif., a text emerging from a moment of
political instability and religious persecution, turns so insistently to the body—not just as a
biological entity, but as a locus of knowledge, an ontological landscape upon which important
truths about what it means to be a person become inscribed? What does Lactantius’ approach to

and use of the human form reveal about his understanding of the world—its structure, its values,

34 Vorster 2015: 261.
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and his own position within its unfolding narrative? I agree with Perrin’s claim that “[1]’étude de
I’anthropologie de Lactance parait indispensable a ’intelligence de sa pensée.”*> For, to
comprehend Lactantius’ understanding of the human condition and its place within the larger
cosmological order, we must begin with the body—mnot as a solely passive object of divine
design, but as an active landscape where the act of meaning-making takes place.

Lucius Caecilius Firmianus Lactantius: What We Know

Hardly anything is known about Lactantius’ life before he began to advocate for the Christian
religion. The majority of our information comes from Jerome (c.345-420) who, in his De viris
illustribus, completed at some point between 392 and 393, tells us that, at some point prior to
February 303, Diocletian summoned Lactantius to the imperial court in Nicomedia.’” On this
journey from, what we can assume to be, North Africa to the new capital, Lactantius traveled
with a grammarian named Flavius, whom Jerome knew to have written a treatise, in verse, titled
De medicinalibus.®® At the court of Diocletian Lactantius served as a teacher of rhetoric, a job

which he began either at the close of the third century or the opening of the fourth.* Focusing

35 Perrin 1981: 29.

36 T also find there to be an ekphrastic element in Lactantius’ presentation of the body. Ruth Webb writes that “an
ekphrasis can be of any length, of any subject matter, composed in verse or prose, using any verbal techniques, as
long as it ‘brings its subject before the eyes’ or, as one of the ancient authors says, ‘makes listeners into spectators,’”
(Webb 2009: 8).

37 Cf. Jerome, De vir. ill. 80. For the dating of Jerome’s De vir. ill. see Booth 1981: 241; SanPietro 2017: 232.

38 Nicholson (2017) considers Diocletian’s appointment of both Lactantius and Flavius as a revival of sorts, one that
would “revive rhetoric in Latin” in response to the scant amount of Latin literature being written throughout the
third century in comparison to the continued flourishing of the study of Greek literature. Cf. Nicholson 2017: 123-
124.

39 For Lactantius’ appointment as a professor of rhetoric DePalma Digeser suggests a date of ¢. 299. See DePalma
Digeser 2000: 32; 2019: 26-77. Perrin proposes a broader timeframe, situating Lactantius’ arrival at Diocletian’s
court between 290-300. See Perrin 2001: 71. Barnes suggests a date of ¢. 290. See Barnes 2011: 51-56. Lactantius
explicitly mentions his move to Bithynia and his role as a teacher in both his Div. inst. and De mort. pers. See Div.
inst. 5.2.2. and De mort. pers. 13.
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more on the bibliography as opposed to the biography, the remainder of Jerome’s entry provides
little in terms of concrete details about Lactantius’ life in North Africa, his time spent in
Nicomedia, or his time spent in Gaul with Constantine. Instead, Jerome catalogues Lactantius’
then extant works (De vir. ill. 80):4°

Habemus eius Symposium, quod adulescentulus scripsit Africae, et Odoimopucov de
Africa usque Nicomediam, hexametris scriptum versibus, et alium librum, qui inscribitur
Grammaticus, et pulcherrimum De ira Dei, et Institutionum divinarum adversum gentes
libros septem, et 'Emitounv eiusdem operis, in libro uno dxepdrw, et Ad Asclepiadem
libros duos, De persecutione librum unum, Ad Probum epistularum libros quattuor, Ad
Severum epistularum libros duos, Ad Demetrianum, auditorem suum, epistularum libros
duos et ad eundem De opificio Dei vel formation hominis librum unum.

We have his Symposium, which he wrote while a young man in Africa, and an Itinerary
from Africa to Nicomedia that was written in hexameter verses, and another book which
is titled The Grammarian, and the most beautiful On the Anger of God, and Divine
Institutes Against the Nations in seven books, and an Epitome of the same work in one
book without a title, and To Asclepiades in two books, On the Persecution in one book,
To Probus in four books of letters, 7o Severus in two books of letters, To Demetrianus,
his own student, in two books of letters, and to the same man On the Workmanship of
God or On the Formation of Man in one book.

Of those works listed here most are now lost, and it seems that Jerome did not have the entirety
of Lactantius’ oeuvre.*! Most of those texts that do survive arrive to us deeply enmeshed within

the Christian tradition and are believed to have been written after Lactantius’ alleged conversion

40T am using Richardson’s (1896) edition of the text.

4! German philologist Samuel Brandt proposed this idea in the late nineteenth century due to Jerome’s omission of
De ave phoenice, a poem attributed to Lactantius as early as the Middle Ages. See Brandt 1892: 390. The crux of
Brandt’s argument in support of attributing the poem to Lactantius is that there simply does not exist enough
evidence to prove otherwise. Prior to Brandt, the reverend Jacob Henry Brooke Mountain argued that, due to the
“idolatrous superstitions of Mythology” found within the poem, Lactantius certainly could not be its true author
(Mountain 1839: 152). For discussions of textual issues and manuscript variations, see Baechrens 1874 and Riese
1900. Heck (2003) specifically examines the anti-Lucretian elements found within the poem’s epilogue. For a
discussion of the relationship between the poem and Constantine’s religious policies, see Bryce 1989. For a study of
Lactantius’ poetic quotations and his own poetics in De ave phoenice, see Bryce 2017.
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to Christianity.*? The exceptions, of course, are Lactantius’ De ave phoenice and his
Symposium.*?

From Jerome’s entry we can conclude that Lactantius was a writer, an intellectual, and an
apologist for early Christianity. He was also a rhetorician who was taught by Arnobius—an
accomplished rhetor in Sicca Veneria in Proconsular Numidia.** It was either Lactantius’ own
professional accomplishments or perhaps a recommendation from someone in North Africa who
was aware of Lactantius’ education, that, we can assume, prompted Diocletian to offer him a
Latin teaching job in Nicomedia. Nevertheless, regardless of how Lactantius came to receive this
employment opportunity, his teaching appointment allowed him to play an active role in the
emperor’s construction of a new capital.

Nicomedia and the Tetrarchy: The Construction of a New Capital and a New System of
Governance

Following the assassination of Carinus, Diocletian assumed the imperial throne on November 20,
284, and in doing so he inherited an Empire experiencing political instability—no longer did the
senate have the power it once held, the boarders were repeatedly tested by external threats, and
there existed no clear rules for imperial succession. As Candida Moss notes, “Between 268 and

the accession of Diocletian in 284, no fewer than eight emperors had been assassinated, most

42 No written record exists of Lactantius ever formally converting to Christianity. Therefore, we can never know for
certain Lactantius’ religious identity and practices prior to his written advocations for the new religion and its
ideologies. Scholars allege that he came to Christianity later in life because of Jerome’s mention of non-Christian
texts, and therefore conclude that those were composed prior to his writing of his extant treatises that have an
explicitly Christian affiliation. For a more thorough discussion of this topic, see Della Vecchia 1926-1927. Barnes
argues that Lactantius converted while in Nicomedia. See Barnes 1981: 13. Also see Wlosok 1960: 191, n. 28.
Coleman more recently proposes that Lactantius converted at a much younger age while still residing in North
Africa. See Coleman 2017: 11, n. 14.

43 Friedrich (2002) has convincingly shown, through careful textual analysis, that the Symposium XII sapientum
should be attributed to Lactantius and is the text to which Jerome first mentions in his catalogue.

4 Cf. Jerome, De vir. ill. 80.
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often by their own troops, and the empire was plagued by civil and barbarian invasions.”* In an
attempt to re-stabilize the Empire, Diocletian formed what historians would later call the
Tetrarchy, a form of governance which lasted until either c. 312 when Constantine I defeated
Maxentius, or until 324 when he defeated Licinius.*¢

Upon realizing that the Empire was too large for a single ruler, Diocletian appointed
Maximian as his co-Augustus (285) whom he sent to rule in the West in order to deal with the
Bagaudae while Diocletian himself maintained his governance in the East.*’ Shortly after he then
realized that even two emperors were not able to govern the Empire sufficiently, and in response,
in March 293, he appointed Galerius as his subordinate ruler in the East and Maximian appointed
Constantius in the West—thus forming an imperial college of four rulers that consisted of two
senior Augusti and two lower-ranked Caesares. Carla-Uhink argues that, in forming the
Tetrarchy, Diocletian “constructs from the very beginning what can be defined as a fictional
family that is an instrument of legitimation and stabilization of his powers.”*3
In the East Diocletian was ruling from his newly (re)constructed capital Nicomedia,

which, by the time of Caracalla (r. 211-217), had already become a preferred site for imperial

residence in the Bosphorus region.* In addition to Nicomedia, Diocletian appointed three other

45 Moss 2013: 154. Also see Brown 1989: 22-25; Boatwright et. al. 2012: 428-435.

46 Cf. Carla-Uhink and Rollinger 2023: 11. Since the nineteenth century, historians often divide this period into the
First and Second Tetrarchy, with the former active between 293 and 305, and the second between 305 and 311. Cf.
Waldron 2022: 2-3. Barnes argues that the Empire “was not united politically again until 324,” and that Licinius’
defeat signaled the conclusion of the Tetrarchy’s reign (Barnes 2011: 46-47).

47 Cf. Harries 2012: 25-49.

48 Carla-Uhink 2023: 28. For a discussion of the “collegial fraternity” between Diocletian and Maximian, see
Waldron 2022: 38-69; Waldron 2023.

4 Cf. Wilkes 2005: 250-251. The Goths sacked and burnt Nicomedia in ¢. 257-258, followed by, approximately a
decade later, a devastating earthquake in ¢. 268-270. Cf. Belke 2010: 53-54. For a discussion of Nicomedia’s
geological, agricultural, and economical affordances that attributed to its appeal as a site for a capital city, see
Weissova 2020.

15



imperial residences: Trier, Milan, and Thessaloniki, which was the direct result of his attempt at
supplanting Rome as the sole capital of the Roman Empire.*° This removal of Rome as the
singular capital, and the establishment of three other imperial residences, made it so that, as
Oliver Hekster argues, “no single emperor [was] clearly in charge of the traditional centre of the
realm.”!

It was Diocletian’s goal to construct Nicomedia as Rome’s eastern mirror. As Lactantius
documents, “Here he built basilicas, here a circus, here a mint, here a factory for weapons, here a
house for his wife, and here a house for his daughter.”>? Because of “a certain infinite desire for
building” (infinita quaedam cupiditas aedificandi, De mort. pers. 7.8), Diocletian “was always
raving, desiring to make Nicomedia equal to Rome.”>? The rhetorician Libanius (314-¢.393),
himself a resident of and teacher of Greek at Nicomedia a generation later, describes in his sixty-
first oration (c.358) a city with beautiful public buildings, private homes, lecture halls, temples,
and baths.>* Not by way of physical infrastructure alone could Greek-speaking Nicomedia
become Rome’s equivalent, but Diocletian also needed his new capital to provide an education
equivalent to that which the wealthy elite could receive in the western part of the Empire. In
appointing Lactantius as a teacher of Latin in Nicomedia, Diocletian therefore brought formal

education of the western language to the eastern provinces. This educational offering not only

facilitated Diocletian’s construction of Nicomedia in Rome’s image, but it also served a practical

S0 Cf. Snyder 2024: 380-381.

5! Hekster 2000: 718.

52 Hic basilicae, hic circus, hic moneta, hic armorum fabrica, hic uxori domus, hic filiae, Lact., De mort. pers. 7.9.
33 Ita semper dementabat Nicomediam studens urbi Romae coaequare, Lact., De mort. pers. 7.10.

54 Cf. Lib. Or. 61.7-8. For a discussion of the portrayal of the Tetrarchy in 4" century oratory, specifically
concerning Diocletian and Constantine, see Pellizzari 2022.

16



purpose. Latin was the language of imperial governance, and, as Simon Corcoran notes, even
though “Latin and Greek coexisted in the East from the moment the Romans arrived there,”
formal legislation continued to be written in Latin.>> If Nicomedia were to become an
authoritative site of imperial power and rule, then there needed to be infrastructure in place for
education in the language of the law. Lactantius’ appointment as a teacher of Latin, therefore,
served to aid the expansion of Diocletian’s administration prior to the start of the Great
Persecution.

In regards to Christianity and its history in Bithynia, little is known. Hans Christof
Brennecke asserts, “Das bithynische Christentum” can trace its origins back to the Apostle
Peter.’® However, the episcopal lists from Nicomedia, like in many cities, lack historical
contextualization.’” Brennecke argues that Christianity probably spread throughout both
Nicomedia and Nicaea by “griechischsprachigen Diasporajuden.”® Yet we do know from Pliny
the Younger, who was governor in Bithynia (c. 110-112), that Christians had already been
present in the region for at least two decades. In a letter to Trajan, he writes that, when
questioning individuals as to whether or not they were Christian, there were some who initially
“said that they were Christians, but then soon denied it; some said that they had ceased being
59

Christian three years before, some many years before, and other even twenty years before.

Lactantius’ Literary Corpus and the History of Lactantian Scholarship

33 Corcoran 2017: 96.

56 Brennecke 2020: 174.
57 Ibid. 175.

58 Brennecke 2020: 175.

39 [...] esse se Christianos dixerunt et mox negaverunt, fuisse quidem sed desisse, quidam ante triennium, quidam ante

plures annos, non nemo etiam ante viginti, Plin., Ep. 96.6.
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Although we know hardly anything about Lactantius’ own education while Arnobius’ student in
North Africa, we do know that the quality of the training he received, alongside his work and
publications thereafter, were of such a sort that they earned him notice from Diocletian and a
teaching appointment in the eastern capital.®® As noted earlier, only select writings from
Lactantius’ complete body of work survive, and most were written after receiving his first
imperial teaching appointment in Nicomedia.

Following the writing of his Opif., Lactantius authored what many consider to be his best
work. Comprised of seven books, Lactantius’ Div. inst. is an ambitious piece of Christian
apologetic explicitly vilifies the false beliefs of traditional Roman religion.! In the first book, De
falsa religione, Lactantius argues that the non-Christian philosophers, as revealed by their
disparate teachings, lacked correct wisdom (sapientia) because they did not practice the one true
religion. Instead, they wrongly worshipped the gods and goddesses of the traditional Roman
pantheon, who, according to Lactantius, were nothing more than human men who were promoted
to divine status after death. In the second book, De origine erroris, Lactantius works to explain
why educated men, like Cicero for example, continued to worship these false divinities despite
understanding the foolishness of doing so. Books 3 and 4, De falsa sapientia and De vera
sapientia et religione, respectively, attempt to prove that the non-Christian philosophers were
not, in fact, wise men. Instead, because they did not worship the one true god, their divergent
teachings were false, and, consequently, they were barred from the sapientia that they

proclaimed to possess. The fourth book pushes his argumentation concerning the nature of

60 Near the end of his life, Lactantius’ appointment in Nicomedia was then followed by an appointment in Trier, at
the court of Constantine, in order to teach the emperor’s son. Cf. Jerome, De vir. ill. 80.

81 The Div. inst. comes to us in a longer and shorter version, with the former containing the addresses to Constantine
and the two dualistic passages. Cf. Pichon 1901: 23-29. Heck (1972) argues that the longer version was written
before the earlier. Also see Stevenson 1957: 671.
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sapientia further by establishing its inseparability from religio. Here, Lactantius includes a
discussion of Christ’s true wisdom in order to emphasize the failings of the non-Christian
philosophers. De iustitia (Book 5) and De vero cultu (Book 6) work together to identify the key
moral principles and guidelines for living a Christian life.®? Finally, in the seventh book, De
beata vita, Lactantius maps out his eschatology.

Following Div. inst., Lactantius wrote his De mort. pers., a text in which he carries out a
rhetorical onslaught against the persecutors and those throughout the imperial period.®?
Alongside this, Lactantius also constructs his own historical timeline of the political events that
took place between 303 and 313. While De mort. pers., like Div. inst., can be classified as a work
of apologetic, it is at the same time both historiographical in nature and a piece of invective.
Byron Waldron characterizes De mort. pers. as a “polemical pro-Christian pamphlet that
responds to the Tetrarchic persecution,” but as a text that may also be labelled as a piece of
“invective history.”6*

Lactantius’ De mort. pers. has perplexed scholars since its (re)discovery. Despite

Jerome’s acknowledgement of the treatise in his brief catalogue of writings attributed to

Lactantius, it was not until 1678 that its manuscript was found in southern France and then

62 Rambaux (2001) argues that Lactantius’ moral teaching, specifically his understanding of iustitia in Book 5, has
been seriously misjudged by scholars. He argues that Lactantius, in fact, presents a coherent, biblically grounded,
and philosophically accessible account of Christian justice.

%3 The composition of De mort. pers. took place ¢.313-315. Barnes (1973) argues that a date of ¢.314/315 is

the most appropriate, going against scholars who prefer a later date of ¢.318. He argues that the preference for a
later date is due to incorrectly dating the death of Diocletian as 3 December 316, and the battle between Constantine
and Licinius as 8 October 314. Cf. Barnes 1973: 32. Colot agrees with Barnes and argues that Lactantius wrote De
mort. pers. after the conclusion of Diocletian’s persecution and before the first battle between Licinius and
Constantine. Cf. Colot 2005: 136. In his introduction to his own edition of the text, Creed dates the text’s
composition to a time later than August 314, since Lactantius writes of Valeria wandering throughout various
provinces for fifteen months after hearing about the victory of Licinius. Cf. Creed 1984: xxxiii; De mort. pers. 50.3,
S51.1.

64 Waldron 2021: 30-31.
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became a subject of scholarly discussion.® Thirty-two years later, Denis-Nicolas Le Nourry, in
1710, published his own edition of the text alongside a dissertation in which he argued that
Lactantius was not the treatise’s true author—initiating a debate that would “remain
controversial throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.”® In a continuation of this
discussion, Samuel Brandt closed the nineteenth century with insistence that Lactantius, a writer
whose eloquence and rhetoric could be compared to that of Cicero, could not possibly have
written a treatise with such an invective tone.®” However, with the publication of his monograph
in 1901, in which he argued for the attribution of De mort. pers. to Lactantius, René Pichon
changed the narrative regarding where this text fits within the Lactantian corpus—so
convincingly that, in his review of the book, Brandt asserted that he agreed with Pichon’s
conclusions.®

Although Lactantius’ authorship of De mort. pers. no longer sits in doubt, its tone and
style continue to raise questions regarding its genre and purpose. This treatise exists
simultaneously as a work of Christian apologetic, historiography, and invective—one that
mounts a rhetorical onslaught against the pagan persecutors and those closely associated with
them, all while constructing a timeline of events that took place between the years 303 and 313

CE.® It therefore has puzzled some scholars that, despite such condemnation for the pagan

85 Cf. Touber 2016: 267.

% Creed 1984: xxix.

7 Cf. Brandt 1891,1893. Waldron denotes the stylistic differences between De mort. pers. and Lactantius’ other
works, arguing that it “uses simpler language and makes greater use of specifically Christian terminology” (Waldron
2021: 30).

68 Cf. Brandt 1903.

 Cf. Waldron 2021: 31. Hernandez (2017) argues that it is primarily a piece of historiography. Barnes considers it
to be Constantinian propaganda. Cf. Barnes 1973: 43. Also see Laurin 1954: 186-187, 335; Teja Casuso 1982: 14-
15; Zangenberg 2018: 50.
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emperors and their persecutions, Lactantius, as a Christian himself, speaks very little about
Christians and the Christian religion.”® In approaching the text through a more political-historical
lens, others have read De mort. pers. as a treatise that represents “Constantine’s own thinking on
the relationship between church and state, and his fellow tetrarchs.”’! Christian Stein takes a
more historical-comparative approach and focuses specifically on Lactantius’ recount of the
Edict of Galerius in an attempt to compare its veracity with that of Eusebius.”? Moreover, in
focalizing the thought of Lactantius as opposed to that of Constantine, Christopher Ocker argues
that the former writes De mort. pers. to share his own “interpretation of political events,” which
allows him to “apply the social theory of the Divine Institutes” for the purposes of emphasizing
the close correlation between Christianity and social justice.”> More recently, Corke-Webster has
proposed a new way by which to read and understand Lactantius’ treatise. Specifically, he argues
that De mort. pers. serves as Lactantius’ attempt to investigate the Roman Empire’s core
problem, and in doing so he reveals that it originates “from a failing in the interrelationships of
the emperors [...].”7*

After the completion of De mort. pers., and near the end of his life, Lactantius turned his

intellectual focus to the human’s vulnerability, specifically the way in which emotions affect the

0 Cf. Corke-Webster 2022: 334.

" Ibid. 335. For another example of this approach, see Giagnorio 2018, who reads Lactantius’ account of
Constantine’s Edict of Milan (De mort. pers. 48.2-12), alongside Eusebius’ references (HE 10.5), in order to garner
insight into Constantine’s religious policies and their relationship with pre-Constantinian policies. Also see Rougé
and De Decker 2013.

2 Cf. Stein 2010.

> Ocker 1986: 354, 359.

74 Corke-Webster 2022: 346-347.
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body. In his De ira Dei (c. 316), Lactantius argues that emotions are a natural and therefore
unavoidable component of the body’s composition.” At the outset of his De ira Dei, he sets out
to prove that not only is God himself able to feel anger, but that this emotion is a necessary
attribute of the divine being. According to Lactantius, if God can feel happiness regarding his
human creation, then he must be able to feel its opposite and, therefore, experience anger. In fact,
God’s anger has utility. The possibility of divine indignation, as Lactantius argues, causes fear
within his human creation, and consequently encourages human beings to obey God’s will. This
same logic applies to his beneficence, for if there is no reward for obedience, then humans will
not give God his due worship and live according to his will. Ultimately, because God is said to
have made humans in his image, and since he himself experiences emotions, the same must be
true for his creation.

Finally, there is the Epitome, a more condensed version of Div. inst., and in which
Lactantius synthesizes his most important arguments made in his larger work. While it proves
difficult to date the Epitome, Perrin suggests that it was written after both De mort. pers. and De
ira Dei, and Ogilvie proposes that its composition took place before c. 320.7® In the Epitome,
Lactantius maps out what he believes to be the core tenets of Christian ideology—from topics
such as the role of the church to what happens in the afterlife. Vincenzo Loi argues that

Lactantius’ Epitome presents the final version of his ideas.”’

5 According to Lactantian anthropology, the emotions are embedded within the body and are therefore unavoidable.
Cf. De ira Dei 21.4; Div. inst. 6.15.14. The dating of De ira Dei is difficult to ascertain with any certainty, but the
consensus is that it was written after Diocletian’s persecution had ended. Cf. Barnes 1981: 292, n. 99. Coleman
proposes a possible date of 316, arguing that there are allusions to the clash between Constantine and Licinius at
23.26 and 24.12. Cf. Coleman 2017: 26. In his critical edition of the text, Ingremeau suggests that the only thing we
can know with certainty is that De ira Dei was written after Lactantius’ Div. inst. Cf. Ingremeau 1982: 25-36.

76 Cf. Perrin 1974: 16; Ogilvie 1978: 3. For a comprehensive chronology of Lactantius’ writings, see Heck 1972;
Perrin 1974: 15-17; Gonzalez 2019: 165-170.

T Cf. Loi 1977: 160.
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It is German philologist Samuel Brandt to whom we must credit a resurgence of scholarly
interest in Lactantius’ writings. There were sixty editions of his writings published between 1465
and 1600, but it was not until Brandt and Georg Laubmann published their own at the end of the
nineteenth century that scholars began to actively engage with Lactantius once more.”® Brandt
read Lactantius primarily to develop a more comprehensive picture of which classical authors
were being read in Late Antiquity.” This practice of methodical source mining was then picked
up by René Pichon, whose early-twentieth-century monograph approached Lactantius as a
Christian philosopher, a Classical writer, and a pamphleteer who was deeply enmeshed within
the classical literary tradition.®” Through this lens, Pichon mapped out Lactantius’ philosophical,
poetic, and rhetorical source material from the classical period in order to better elucidate
Lactantius’ own self-fashioning as the Christian equivalent to his classical predecessors. This
methodology continued throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries—most notably by
Ogilvie (1978).8! I, however, consider this approach reductive, one that ignores both the socio-
political environment in which Lactantius was writing and his individual authorial voice.

Related to this methodology is that of reading Lactantius specifically through a
Ciceronian lens. The roots of this method go back to Jerome who, in a letter to Paulinus of Nola,
compared Lactantius’ eloquence to that of Cicero.®? In the sixteenth century, Pico della

Mirandola referred to Lactantius as the “Christian Cicero,” a description that has infiltrated more

78 Cf. Ocker 1986: 348.
79 Cf. Brandt 1889, 1891.
80 Cf. Pichon 1901.

81 Also see Rossetti 1928; Brother Alban 1943; Adamik 1984, 2000; Heck 1969, 1988; Goulon 1976; Perrin 1998;
Buchheit 1990; Schrijvers 1999; Schiebe 1999; Dilbeck 2021.

82 Cf. Jerome, Ep. 58.10.
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modern discussions of Lactantius’ rhetorical style.®3 In addition to this scholarly interest in
Lactantius’ rhetorical likeness to, adaptation, and refutation of Cicero throughout his writings is

a concern with his explicit attacks of and engagement with Epicureanism by way of Lucretius, as
well as pagan philosophy more generally. Emmanuele Rapisarda, for example, discusses the
ways in which Lactantius, specifically in his Div. inst., works to dismantle Stoic, Neoplatonic,
and Epicurean understandings of the nature of things. Rapisarda argues that Lactantius does this
in order to expose how non-Christian philosophers lack true knowledge because they have not
been enlightened by the Christian god.?* There also is John Penwill’s (2004) study specifically of
De ira Dei, in which he argues that Lactantius’ rhetorical assaults on Epicurus—with whose
writings Penwill believes Lactantius had no first-hand encounters—serve as a means by which to
ridicule those who do not believe in the will of the one true divine power.®* In her own reading of
De ira Dei and Book 6 of Div. inst., Sophie Cartwright (2017) examines how Lactantius
reinterprets pagan philosophical traditions, especially Stoicism and Platonism, through a
Christian lens in order to defend emotions as morally necessary.¢ Finally, in a more

comprehensive look at Lactantius’ writings, Arthur Fisher (1982) illustrates the differences

8 Lawlor once claimed that Lactantius wrote “pure Ciceronian Latin” (Lawlor 1903: 448). Harries notes the ways in
which the writings of Cicero influenced Lactantius’ writing of his Div. inst. (Harries 2012: 97-98). For a more
thorough discussion of the Ciceronian characteristics found throughout the Lactantian corpus see Kendeffy 2015.
Also see Roots 1987: 472. For the Ciceronian elements found specifically in Opif., see both Luciani 2007 and
Fraisse 2007. For a study of how Lactantius uses Cicero’s philosophy as a tool with which to legitimize Christianity,
see Colot 2017. For a study of how Lactantius critiques Cicero’s notion of iustitia in his De republica, see Heck
1976.

8 Cf. Rapisarda 1946. Also see Kurfess 1923.
85 Also see Pizzani 2001.

8 In a similar vein, Hallman (1981) comparatively reads Tertullian and Lactantius in an attempt to track the
trajectory of thought concerning God’s mutability. For Hallman, Tertullian—often credited with affirming divine
immutability—nevertheless acknowledged forms of God’s responsiveness to human action. Lactantius, on the other
hand, maintains God’s immutability, but the way in which he deals with the world does involve a form of volitional
adaptation. More recently, Nicholson (2021) has explored how the ways in which Lactantius understands feelings of
anger and fear in De ira Dei articulate a justification for the actions of the martyrs, as well as a more nuanced
interpretation of divine justice as recounted in De mort. pers.
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between the philosophical ideas of Lactantius and those of non-Christian philosophers, arguing
that a notable distinction between the two is the way in which Lactantius argues for the ability of
all individuals to obtain true knowledge and not just a select few.?’

Historians, on the other hand, engage with Lactantius primarily for the purpose of
acquiring a better understanding of his broader political context, with a specific interest in
gaining insight into Constantine’s rise to power and his subsequent governing policies. In her
influential monograph, The Making of a Christian Empire: Lactantius and Rome, DePalma
Digeser reads Lactantius’ Div. inst. as a text that not only worked to persuade non-Christians to
convert to Christianity, but one that also influenced the political policies of Constantine at an
important transitional juncture.®® She argues that, in the year 324, “Constantine incorporated all
the major elements of Lactantius’ notion of concord in the edicts and speeches.” In 2016, Colot
argued against this notion, stating that Lactantius’ writings, specifically his Div. inst., did not
have an political influence on Constantinian policies.”® Instead, Colot proposes that Lactantius’
treatise serves as the impetus for Christianity becoming referred to as the true religio of Rome,
and that ultimately he restructures the politico-religious identity of the Empire.

As for Lactantius’ alleged relationship with Constantine, an assumption made based on
the fact that Lactantius tutored his son, scholars know of Constantine’s presence in Nicomedia,

specifically at the court of Diocletian, until 306—the year in which he became emperor in the

87 Also see Hansen 2018.

8 For other historical approaches to Lactantius’ writings see Barnes 1973, 1981, 2011; Nicholson 1985; Davies
1989; Mackay 1999; Colot 2005; Stein 2010; Marcos 2013; Waldron 2021.

8 DePalma Digeser 2000: 136. See also pp. 12-13, 122, 135. Also see Shelton 2014: 19, 21.

% Cf. Colot 2016: 175-212.
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West and before his suspected conversion to Christianity.”! There are some who suggest that
Lactantius first met Constantine while they both were residing in Nicomedia—a relationship that
then led to Constantine summoning an elderly Lactantius to his court in Trier in order to tutor his
son Crispus. Perrin proposes that, when Constantine appointed Lactantius as his son’s tutor, it is
likely that they had known one another for a significant amount of time.?? Historically, this
relationship between Constantine and Lactantius has invited historians to excavate the former’s
writings for biographical and historical information regarding the latter. More specifically they
seek a better understanding of Constantine’s possible conversion to Christianity, his political
reign, as well as historical insight into the rise, development, and spread of Christianity
throughout the late Roman Empire with Constantine at its helm.”

By way of these approaches, Lactantius has come to us in the following ways: as a
historian, as a devoted reader of classical literature, as an individual who experienced
Diocletian’s Great Persecution firsthand, and as one who had some sort of working relationship
with Constantine. In addition to these treatments, he regularly gets labeled as a Christian
apologist. DePalma Digeser refers to Lactantius as “[t]he last great Latin apologist,” including
him and his Div. inst. amongst the apologetic works of Tertullian, Minucius Felix, Cyprian, and
his own teacher Arnobius.”* Colot describes the way in which Lactantius, in his Div. inst., treats
the body found in Opif. in a more apologetic way, arguing, “Dans ce deuxiéme ouvrage, qui est
aussi le plus ample et le plus développé de l'ensemble de son oeuvre, Lactance aborde en effet ce

qui a trait au corps sous une forme non plus systématique et «scientifique», mais dans une visée

! For a discussion of Constantine’s tendency to misrepresent his time with Diocletian, see Barnes 2011: 54.
92 Cf. Perrin 2001: 72.
%3 For a discussion of how Constantine influenced Lactantius’ theology in De mort. pers. see Heim 1976.

%4 DePalma Digeser 1994: 33.
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directement apologétique, qui entre dans le domaine général de la pragmatique.”> Additionally,
Coleman refers to Div. inst. as “the first attempt by a Latin scholar to give a complete treatment
of the entire content of the Christian faith,” with a primary objective of supplanting Platonic,
Aristotelian, Epicurean, Stoic, and Neoplatonic philosophical tenets with “Christian wisdom.”?¢
Previous scholars have also examined the ways in which Lactantius reads “Christian truth into a
wide variety of poetry” in an attempt to elucidate how “all the texts of classical culture could
testify to the truth of Christianity.”” Although Lactantius never explicitly defines himself as an
apologist, he does advocate for Christian ideology as truth, and in doing so he fashions himself
as an authoritative figure in both philosophical and rational thought by way of exploring topics
such as human nature, the nature of God, and what occurs in the afterlife.®

The Path Forward

This dissertation contributes to this vast, far-reaching, and interdisciplinary discussion of
Lactantius’ writings. However, in the words of Vorster, “my goal is more experimental.”® At its
core, this work explores the various ways in which Lactantius employs the body as a site of
meaning-making, as a landscape upon which human nature gets examined and becomes

understood. More specifically, I argue that Lactantius takes on the role of healer of sorts, both of

the body and of the environment—healing that he conducts by way of re-thinking and re-

% Colot 2007: 75-76.
% Coleman 2017: 18; 45.
7 DePalma Digeser 2000: 86.

%8 More recently, Gassman (2020) treats Lactantius’ Div. inst. as an attempt to elucidate the origins from which
pagan cults arose and how they came to dominate the social landscape. As a result, Gassman reconsiders Lactantius
as having an active role in shaping Christian responses to paganism. Gehrke, in his recently published monograph,
approaches Lactantius’ Div. inst. from a historical perspective in order to nuance our understanding of Lactantius’
understanding of Christianity by way of analyzing his discourse around the topic of virtus.

% Vorster 2015: 252.
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defining the nature of the person at a moment of political, social, and religious instability. I argue
that Lactantius turns to the body not solely as a vessel, but as a site of articulating Christian (and
non-Christian) identity and divine order amidst the chaos of persecution.

In terms of methodology, I employ the work of Michel Foucault as a lens through which
to examine Lactantius’ understanding and use of the human body. In recent decades the body has
become the subject of a vast amount of research spanning across a wide array of disciplines. This
increase in scholarly discourse concerning corporeal matters has its roots in various societal
changes and theoretical developments, and has occurred as a result of an ever-increasing
intellectual interest in understanding the body’s social, cultural, and political dimensions.!%

As a response to the socio-political upheavals of postwar France and the rise of
neoliberalism, the writings of Foucault analyze the relationship between power, knowledge, and
bodily experience—defining the body as a locus of social power and subject to regulation and
discipline within various social contexts.!! Central to Foucault’s treatment of the body is his
notion that the human form is an entity discursively produced through power relations, and he
specifically identifies it as an “inscribed surface of events (traced by language and dissolved by
ideas), the locus of a dissociated Self (adopting the illusion of a substantial unity), and a volume
in perpetual disintegration.”!?2 For Foucault, therefore, the body exists as a physical plane upon

which history, power, and iterative discourse become inscribed.!?® This understanding of the

100 Cf. Castelli 2013. For a more comprehensive overview of the emergence of the body as a focus of
interdisciplinary research, see Shilling 2016.

101 Cf. Foucault 1994, 1995. Also see Driver 1985; Gane 2012; Dean 2015; Tanke 2022.
102 Foucault 1977: 148.
103 Butler (1989) has interestingly critiqued what she considers to be the “paradox” of Foucault’s understanding of

bodily inscriptions. Here she analyzes specifically the ways in which these bodily inscriptions simultaneously reflect
the productive and oppressive nature of the power that carries out the acts of inscription.
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body provides us with both an interesting and useful way to think about and with the various
corporeal forms found within Lactantius’ writings—ultimately allowing us to ascribe new
meaning and understanding to these bodies that have been purposefully put on display for
examination.

Since the late twentieth century, Foucault, especially his History of Sexuality, has
frequently been employed as a theoretical framework through which to examine antiquity. The
publication of the three volumes that comprise this aforementioned series sparked a number of
both critical and laudatory responses to Foucault’s understanding of ancient gender and
sexuality.!* Foucault also has become a prominent figure within the subfield of reception
studies, specifically used by those who are concerned with how the French theorist himself
received antiquity and, therefore, how Foucault’s act of reception can inform modern scholarly
reception of the past.!%®

I certainly am not the first to employ the theories of Foucault in order to nuance our
understanding of ancient bodies. Kévin Blary (2022), for example, examines how Pliny the
Younger constructs and displays aristocratic corporeality as a key dimension of self-

representation in the 2" century. To carry out this study Blary uses Foucault’s notion of souci de

soi as a means by which to argue that, in his Epistulae, Pliny reveals a shift from political

104 For a good example of the various responses to and uses of Foucault’s History of Sexuality, see Larmour et al.
and their edited volume Rethinking Sexuality: Foucault and Classical Antiquity (1997). Most notably, duBois uses
Foucault to further examine gender within the fragments of Sappho; Carnes turns to Aristophanes’ speech in Plato’s
Symposium in order to critique, through a Foucauldian lens, the construction of normative Greek sexual practices. Finally,
Richlin criticizes Foucault for, as she argues, his ignoring of the feminine perspective in antiquity. Also see Boehringer and
Lorenzini (2022). We may also look to Platter (1995), who examines the concept of officium as found throughout the
poetry of Catullus and Propertius. He argues that the poets’ invocations of duty operate ambivalently, which
simultaneously affirms social and political obligations while contesting them.

105 For a good example of this approach, see Porter 2006. Butler (2019) sits at the intersection of reception studies
and gender and sexuality, specifically the history of ancient homosexuality. Showing how Foucault’s History of
Sexuality shaped both subfields, Butler critiques the Foucauldian legacy; for, although it unsettled essentialist
narratives, it also risks the construction of rigid barriers between past and present, which ultimately obscures more
dynamic or queer methods of engaging with antiquity.
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potestas to more private practices of imperial self-fashioning, ones that allow the body to
become both a moral indicator and a means of social distinction. Blary argues that Pliny’s letters
reveal a newly-developed aristocratic preoccupation with otium, bodily routines, and the
significance of moral exempla. As a result, the distinction of the aristocratic body from that of a
non-elite no longer comes primarily from political power, but from the disciplined management
of his own body and soul. To understand these letters as part of a larger cultural transformation,
Blary employs Foucault as a framework to showcase how self-discipline and bodily practices
become central to aristocratic identity.

In a similar vein, Louis Autin (2022) turns to the imperial bodies found in Tacitus’
Annales and Historiae to show how the body of the emperor functioned as a sign, a synecdoche,
and as a pretext for evaluating imperial power. Diane Cline too uses Foucault as a theoretical
framework with which to examine bodies in antiquity, only this time those dying and diseased
bodies that litter Thucydides’ narrative of the Athenian Plague. Cline interestingly argues that the
plague passage is more than a medical interlude, but instead these bodies dramatize the fragility
of the Athenian identity during moments of crisis. Ultimately, Thucydides’ plague narrative
anticipates Foucault’s notion of the medical gaze: a systematic attempt to describe, categorize,
and record bodily phenomena as a way of understanding human vulnerability and the breakdown
of social orders.

By way of my own employment of Foucauldian theories, I situate this dissertation within
a broad and ongoing scholarly conversation about the body in antiquity. This study of Lactantius
contributes to this conversation by showing how an early Christian author, writing amidst
political and social upheaval, used the body as a privileged site of meaning-making, healing, and

identity formation. In doing so, I draw upon the insights of Blary, Autin, and Cline in their own
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application of Foucault to the study of antiquity and extend them to a new context, specifically
an early Christian understanding of the body.

While Foucault and his theories serve as the crux of this dissertation’s theoretical
framework, I also draw upon the work of Mary Douglas, who, before Foucault, famously
identified three different types of bodies: the physical, social, and political. Working within this
tripartite understanding, Douglas considers the body to be a symbol that mediates between the
individual and the larger social order. The physical body, for example, never exists in isolation,
but is always an antecedent to those social and political bodies. Consequently it serves as the
surface upon which societies map systems of operation— thus rendering the corporeal landscape
a site for expressions of control, power, and anxiety.!%® She further expands upon her theory of
the body as an inscribed surface in Natural Symbols: Explorations in Cosmology, where she
argues that the marked body reflects and reinforces preexisting social structures and therefore
becomes a symbolic representation for social relations and social (dis)order.!?” Taken together, 1
argue that these frameworks illuminate Lactantius’ work of defining, constructing, and inscribing
the human form in Opif. and De mort. pers., situating him within a broader, long-standing
preoccupation with the body.

Approaches to the Body Throughout Antiquity
As Davild Hillman and Ulrika Maude point out, the body “is notoriously difficult to theorize or
pin down, because it is mutable, in perpetual flux, different from day to day and resistant to

conceptual definition.”!%® Mariella Pandolfi too acknowledges the difficulty in such a task due to

106 Cf. Douglas 2002.
107 Cf. Douglas 2003.

198 Hillman and Maude 2015: 1.
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a lack of homogeneity amongst all existing bodies, and in response to this problem Margaret
Lock advocates for an embracing of the struggle “to produce tidy answers,” and “to be content
with a body that refuses to hold still.”1%

In response to the person’s existence entirely within a body whose true essence proves
difficult to pin down, humans have constructed for millennia a multitude of diverse ontological
and etiological narratives in an attempt to better understand our place within the universe.''? In
his introduction to a collection of essays that examine the variety of ways in which the body
comes to be constructed by the ancients, James Porter argus that “the body in its canonical form
was, so to speak, ‘invented’ for the first time in classical antiquity, and much of the body’s
subsequent history has revolved around the image and ideal of the classical body inherited from
antiquity.”!!! Working within this same framework of ideas, Brooke Holmes traces the origins of
the body back to the medical thought that developed from the sixth to the fourth centuries
BCE.!!2 Specifically, she argues that the ways in which the ancient Greeks understood the body
was fundamentally influenced by how they came to understand health and disease. For, the
symptoms that become inscribed onto the sick body’s terrain serve as “strange messengers from
strange lands,” which physicians need to interpret in order to gain access to and understand the
body’s interior.!!? This inaugurates a new kind of epistemology where the body is both knowable

and unknowable, which, for Holmes, raises a philosophical problem as much as a medical one.

109 Cf. Pandolfi 1999: 17. Lock 1993: 148.

110 For examples of such discussions, see Lloyd 1983; Dupré 2001; Pojman 2006; Stevenson et. al. 2018; Sedley
2020. For a doxographical discussion of the emergence of different types of bodies throughout history, see Strathern
1996.

1 porter 2002: 1.

12 Cf. Holmes 2010.

13 Holmes 2010: 124.
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She therefore looks at both Plato and Aristotle’s treatment of the body as something the self must
either relate to, govern, or transcend, and argues for the co-evolution of medical semiotics and
philosophical subjectivity.!!*

In the introduction to his edited volume, Porter demonstrates that the “classical body”
was not a timeless given but an invention of antiquity, one that continued to shape subsequent
cultural imaginaries. Holmes builds upon this understanding by tracing how medical and
philosophical discourses in Greece established the body as both knowable and unknowable, a
paradoxical site of epistemological inquiry and existential reflection. This study demonstrates
how Lactantius inherits and transforms these traditions, and how he (re)invents a distinctly
Christian understanding of the person.

Throughout Late Antiquity the body persisted as a locus of interest, contempt, and
anxiety. In a series of lectures delivered in 1963, E. R. Dodds argues that, during the later Roman
Empire, the “traditional antithesis between the celestial world and the terrestrial” became “more
heavily emphasized.,” and during this time both philosophers and the common man treated the
question of why are we here as “a major problem.”!!> In fact, as Dodds shows, elite and powerful
men such as Marcus Aurelius, and the emperors who followed, could only “endure themselves

by establishing a sharp dichotomy between the self and the body, and placing their resentment on

114 Throughout the history of classical scholarship, one finds a diverse array of approaches to the human form. For
example, Bakhouche (1998) analyzes the analogous relationship between the cosmos and the corpus, examining
imperial Roman cosmographical treatises in order to explicate the multiple analogies between the stars and human.
Within a Stoic metaphysics, de Harven (2022) also examines the relationship between the cosmos and corporeality.
Lostoriat Delabroise (2001) examines anatomical terms employed throughout Homer’s //iad in order to identity a
uniquely Homeric body. For a tracing of the complex relationship between the soul and the body in Greek antiquity,
see Bremmer 2010. Building off of Bremmer’s Platonic discussion, Wagoner (2019) analyzes the “optimistic view”
and the “pessimistic view” of the body found throughout Plato’s dialogues. For a thorough discussion of the tragic
representation of and engagement with the human body and all of its contours found throughout the plays of the
Greek tragedians, see Worman 2021.

115 Dodds 1965: 7, 21-22. Emphasis in the original.
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the latter.”!1® He interestingly refers to this intense corporeal contempt as a “disease,” one
maintained primarily by Christians or Gnostics, and which arises from the “fear and hatred” that
permeated the political landscape of the third century CE.!!7

Early Christianity is thought to be a religion exceedingly preoccupied with the body—
whether it be the crucified and then resurrected body of Jesus, the tortured and punished bodies
of the martyrs, or anxieties surrounding its moral purity or lack thereof. One of the foundational
tenets of Christian anthropology is the dualistic understanding, inspired in part by Neoplatonism,
of the human being as composed of both body and soul.!'® As Cartwright points out, the soul-
body problem rested at the center of early Christianity’s doctrinal concerns.'?®

Indispensable to the study of the body in Late Antiquity is the work of Peter Brown,
whose cultural-historical methodology examines how the body became a site of negotiation
between earthly and divine, public and private, discipline and losses of control, male and female,
and soul and flesh. In thinking about the semantic correlation of flesh of body, Brown argues that
this notion “suffused the body with disturbing associations: somehow as ‘flesh,’ the body’s
weaknesses and temptations echoed a state of helplessness, even a rebellion against God, that
was larger than the body itself.”1?° As Brown shows, from these correlations came early

Christianity’s emphasis on sexual purity—a body, especially that of the female, that was

116 Dodds 1965: 29.
17 Ibid. 35, 100.

18 For a discussion that examines the intersection of early Christian anthropology, that of the Platonic tradition, and
the Old Testament, see Onyeukaziri 2022.

119 Cf. Cartwright and Marmodoro 2018: 190.

120 Brown 1988: 48.
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untouched and unpenetrated.'?! In addition to this, Brown argues that the body, specifically that
of the “holy man,” became an embodied landscape upon which sanctity and spiritual closeness
with God gets displayed.!?? Ultimately, Brown reframes the scholarly understanding of Late
Antiquity in terms of a body that exists not necessarily as strictly negative or dualistic, but
instead as a site of power, authority, and a way by which to reimagine the social order.

In looking at the body in the New Testament, Brown has also argued that, for Paul, the
materiality of the body served as a point of order, one imbued with divine rationale. In fact, the
human form was akin to a limb connected to God’s own divine body. Contributing to this
discussion, John McVay has examined the body in the letters of Paul in terms of its functioning
as a social and political metaphor—a study where he puts these epistles in dialogue with the
social and political body found in Stoic thought.!?* Vito Limone, furthermore, argues that Paul,
in 1 Corinthians, supplies one of the first Christian “anthropological lexicon[s],” and that the
book, in its entirety, maps out a “technical definition of the ‘body’.”!?*

What this brief review of the literature shows is that the late antique and early Christian
body has, for decades, been a frequent topic of modern scholarly discussion. Yet, much of this
work has focused primarily on asceticism, sexuality, or the dualism of flesh and spirit. Far less
attention, however, has been paid to the bodies found in Lactantius’ early Christian writings.
Building upon and moving beyond the arguments of Dodds, Brown, and others, I argue that that

body in early Christianity was not simply an object of suspicion or ascetic discipline, but also a

121 Cf. Brown 1988: 60, 76, 116, 187. Alongside this expectation of sexual purity, the body also had to undergo a
baptism in order to be accepted as part of the larger, metaphorical, body of the church—a washing that effectively
healed the body of all symptoms of the pagan world. Cf. Brown 1988: 49.

122 Cf. Brown 1971.

123 Cf. McVay 2000.

124 Cartwright and Marmodoro (ed.) 2018: 194.
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medium through which a new Christian anthropology, identity, and authority could emerge.
Overview of Chapters
Having established Lactantius’ historical context, his turn to the body, and the theoretical
frameworks that guide this study, the following chapters build on these foundations to trace how
the corporeal landscape becomes a site for articulating identity, divine existence, and political
critique throughout Lactantius’ writings. In Chapter One, I establish my methodological
foundation by examining the act of looking at bodies throughout antiquity. Focusing on moments
of viewing the diseased, tortured, and dying body primarily found within Greco-Roman medical
treatises, hagiographical literature, and the sermons of St. Cyprian, this chapter questions zow
and what it means to interpret, understand, and derive meaning from the visual spectacle of
corporeal suffering. I argue that Lactantius’ Opif., though looking at the ideal, symmetrical, and
ostensibly healthy body, cannot be understood apart from this context in which the body—
especially in moments of turmoil—serves as a site for (re)constructing a narrative of the self and
identity formation.

With this foundational groundwork in place, Chapter Two then turns to Lactantius’
Opif., in which he puts the singular, whole, perfectly constructed body on display. In her study of
the resurrected body in the early Christian tradition, Candida Moss argues, “If we can understand
the body in all of its details, we can understand the truth of the person.”!?> T argue that, in
directing the gaze to the human form, Lactantius sets out to comprehend this “truth” of the
individual, truth that he situates within the body’s interior. This positions, for Lactantius, the

visibility of the human form as fundamental to understanding the true nature of the person.

125 Moss 2019: 23.
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Building upon the traditions of medical and martyr narratives, and with the perfectly
constructed and whole body of Opif. as a backdrop, Chapter Three then turns to the diseased,
dismembered, and dying bodies of the emperors with a particular emphasis on those of
Diocletian, Galerius, and Maximinus Daia. Less concerned with De mort. pers’s historical
interpretation, I argue that Lactantius—in putting these imperial corpora on display—constructs,
through bodily destruction, the true identities of the persecutors. Furthermore, in recounting
these grisly deaths, Lactantius situates himself in a position of power after having endured a
prolonged period of powerlessness.

I bring this study to its conclusion by proposing that, in teaching his reader how to
properly view, interpret, and understand the human form, Lactantius serves as a metaphorical
healer. Just as a physician diagnoses illness by examining the symptoms that have written
themselves onto the landscape of the body, Lactantius instructs his reader how to properly
interpret these “symptoms” (or lack thereof). In doing so, he situates Christian truth as the
ultimate source of healing, which proves capable of restoring not only the individual, but also the
order and proper functioning of the world. By way of this therapeutic mode of writing,
Lactantius responds to the violence and instability of his historical moment, and offers his reader

a framework for diagnosis and healing grounded in the visible body.

37



Chapter 1: (Non)Medical Ways of Looking at the Body

When Lactantius puts on display the whole, healthy, perfectly constructed body in his
Opif., | argue that he forces his reader’s gaze onto the human form for the purpose of teaching
them how to effectively read and understand the body in its inherent state. This body then serves
as a template for all subsequent corporeal interpretations, providing the normative form against
which visible deviation from the norm, noticeable disorder, and illness can become recognized
and judged. Therefore, in reading Opif. first, the reader has a framework by means of which they
can read and come to understand the diseased, broken, and dying bodies of the persecutors in his
later treatise. This ability to read the body correctly, to truly understand the meaning of all of its
parts, mimics the diagnostic practices of ancient physicians, who interpreted the body’s surfaces
and symptoms as signs that pointed to the truth of what was taking place beneath the skin’s
surface.

Lactantius was not a medical doctor, nor do I suggest that he thought of himself, in any
way, as a physician. Perrin, for example, argues that Lactantius was interested in medical culture
only insofar as it allowed for an “interprétation téléologique” of God’s existence.!?® Regardless
of Lactatnius’ possible educational interests, Bakhouche and Luciani, in the introduction to their
edited volume of the text, define specifically Opif. as a “traite medical,” and they situate
Lactantius’ treatise within “le débat for ancient qui concerne les rapports de la philosophie et de
la médecine.”!?’ Franck Bessonnat notes, however, that Opif. has no “scientifique ou médicale”

aims.!?8

126 Perrin 2005: 350.
127 Bakhouche and Luciani 2007: 8-9.
128 Bessonnat 2021: 127.
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To claim with any amount of certainty that Lactantius had first-hand, or even second-
hand, encounters with either medical teachings or medical texts is impossible. Lactantius himself
makes no allusion to either of these scenarios, nor does there exist any testimony from other
writers; any claim, therefore, would be pure speculation. What I do argue, though, is that in both
Lactantius’ Opif. and De mort. pers., he examines bodies in a medical manner, and that, in doing
s0, he employs a method of viewing the body that has significant implications for our
understanding of what he attempts to accomplish by way of these two treatises. Therefore, this
chapter attempts to situate him within the broader context of the medical gaze and medical ways
of seeing in antiquity, attending to methods of viewing the body that operate both within and
beyond explicitly medical texts.

1.1. Christianity as a Religion of Healing; De opificio Dei as a Text of Healing
Although it is unknown whether or not Lactantius had any genuine interest in medicine and/or
actively engaged with medical teachings, we can conclude that he does not view the practice of
medicine as something negative or against God. In the third book of Div. inst. he tells us that
there are “many things which nature itself, frequent use, and necessity for survival forces us to
know.”!?’ For example, there are individuals who understand the movement of the planets, the
way in which the seasons operate, and farmers have knowledge about various types of soil and
the ways in which weather affects crop production.!3® There are also doctors who have come to
understand the “nature of bodies and the powers of herbs.”!3! Of course, though, it is absurd to

hold as the highest good “the sort of [healing] a doctor can provide,” just as it is wrong to

129 Sunt enim multa quae scire nos natura ipsa et usus frequens et vitae necessitas cogit, Lact., Div. inst. 3.5.1.
130 Cf. Lact., Div. inst. 3.5.2.
B Ibid.
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consider the farmer solely responsible for a successful and bountiful harvest.!*? Although here
Lactantius subordinates the value of the type of healing that mortal doctors provide to that of
God, he nevertheless frames the need for cures, and for mortal individuals who understand both
the nature of the corporeal form and the proper use of remedies, as an essential concern for
human life.!33

Lactantius echoes this same sentiment in his account of Galerius’ corporeal decay. For
example, when God struck the emperor “with an incurable illness” (insanabili plaga), Lactantius
recounts how, “from everywhere, famous doctors were brought in.”!3* When these doctors “cut
and then treated” (secant curant) the ulcer that formed on his genitals, a scar formed, a signal of
the body’s positive response to the treatment. The doctors’ success, however, was short lived,
since not long after “the wound burst open and, when a vein ruptured, blood flowed continuously
towards the danger of death.”!3> Nevertheless, the doctors began again in their attempt to heal
Galerius, and after the application of a new treatment, another scar formed.!*¢ Yet, once again,
success was only temporary; for, when Galerius’ body moved the ulcer reopened, bleeding more
than before, and, in the end, “the wound began to not respond to medicine.”'*7 Although these
doctors were “unlucky” (infelices), Lactantius notes how they never gave up despite the

helplessness of the situation.!8

132 T act., Div. inst. 3.8.11.

133 Lactantius believes that no one other than Jesus has the power to truly heal. Cf. Lact., Div. inst. 6.24.21.
13% Undique medici nobiles trahuntur, Lact., De mort. pers. 33.4.

1351...] scinditur vulnus et rupta vena fluit sanguis usque ad periculum mortis, Lact., De mort. pers. 33.2.
136 Cf. Ibid.

87 Incipit vulnus non sentire medicinam, Lact., De mort. pers. 33.4.

138 Ibid. 33.6.
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These doctors, unlike the emperor they were treating, were not morally corrupt; they
were not evil, controlled by greed, nor incompetent in their work. In response, Lactantius does
not present them as individuals worthy of the judgement and contempt of his reader. In fact, the
medici were diligently administering the proper treatments, trying their hardest to cure Galerius’
spreading infection, but their “human hands accomplished nothing” (nihil humanae manus
promovent)."*® They were merely human, and Galerius needed a healing that mortal doctors
could not provide.

Nevertheless, human beings need practicing physicians because, as Lactantius and others
were well aware, the body is a fragile object, an entity derived from the earth that is susceptible
to infection and disease. It is an object, therefore, that likely will need healing. At the opening of
Opif.’s fourth chapter he critiques those philosophers who “complain that the human being has
been subjected to disease and premature death.”!%° To this complaint Lactantius proposes, “What
if I show that this very thing, specifically that the human is able to be vexed with disease and
that, often, life may be severed in the middle of its course, has been provided with great
reason?”!*! The body’s susceptibility to infection, as he proceeds to argue, follows from its very
constitution. It has been made “from bones, sinews, flesh, and blood,” and therefore has been
constructed from earthly material, meaning that it must be able to die at any given moment.!?

Should the body not be able to die unexpectedly, and should God have endowed humans with a

139 Lact., De mort. pers. 33.4.

199 Idem queruntur hominem morbis et inmaturae morti esse subiectum, Lact., Opif. 4.1. Also see Lact., Opif. 3.1.
Bakhouche and Luciani propose the possibility that Lactantius, here, was inspired by Seneca’s lost treatise De
inmatura morte, which he alludes to at Div. inst. 1.5.26. Cf. Bakhouche and Luciani 2009: 197, note 62.

Y Quid si ostendo id ipsum magna ratione provisum esse ut morbis vexari posset et ut vita saepe in medio cursus
sui spatio rumperetur? Lact., Opif. 4.2.

142 ex ossibus et nervis et visceribus et sanguine..., Lact., Opif. 4.5.
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predictable and fixed life-span, then all humans would ultimately lose their humanity; for
humanity originates “from a fear and understanding of [the body’s] fragility.”!*? Because of this
inherent fragility, individuals therefore need one another; they need to form societies in order to
preserve their individual existence when faced with external threats—whether those threats be
physical, environmental, biological, or psychological. Within these communities, therefore, there
arises a need for properly trained doctors to help treat a variety of unexpected illnesses, since
these doctors can help prolong one’s life.'** As Lactantius reminds his reader (Lact., Opif. 4.22):

Vides igitur omnem hominis rationem in eo vel maxime stare quod nudus fragilisque
nascitur, quod morbis adficitur, quod inmatura more multatur.

You see, therefore, that the entire construction of the human being is based especially on

the fact that they are born naked and fragile, that they are affected by diseases, and that

they are punished with a premature death.
What Lactantius reveals the fourth chapter of Opif. is his belief that fear, specifically that of
death, rests at the core of human existence. Because of this fear, humans attempt to prolong their
life for as long as they can, since they understand that their life can come to end at any moment
without warning. In their acts of self-preservation, they go about forming communities organized
by rules and regulations, they seek shelter away from the harsh elements, and they grow food for
the purpose of nourishing their bodies. When illness inevitably occurs, humans seek out those
amongst them who know how to heal and return their bodies to their proper functioning. For if
death were not feared, human beings would not go out of their way to prevent their end. If they

knew that their demise would not come until a pre-determined day and time, they would not take

these precautionary measures.

193 Lact., Opif. 4.18.

144 Origen, Basil, Gregory of Nyssa, and John Chrysostom all believe that the art of medicine and healing was given
to human beings by God himself, and that these skills are both necessary and beneficial for self-preservation. Cf.
Amundsen 1982: 334.
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Nevertheless, none of these organized communities, places of shelter, food sources, nor
doctors, can last forever due to their being of the earth and therefore mortal. Lactantius
understands this, and this is where, for him, Christianity comes into use; for one should not fear
the temporality of these mechanisms of preservation should one believe that, even when their
body dies, their true self will live forever, and in a location far greater than anyone living could
possibly conceive. Christianity as a religion, therefore, becomes in essence a healer of the
mortal’s fear of death.

Early Christianity featured an ideological framework that, similar to the polytheistic
religions of Greece and Rome, greatly concerned itself with the healing of its adherents.!*
Shirley Jackson Case argues, “In the ancient world it was almost universally believed that the
function of religion was to heal disease, and it was in just this world that Christianity took its
rise. It need not surprise us, therefore, to find that Christianity is from the start a healing
religion.”!#¢ Gary Ferngren nuances this assumption by proposing that early Christianity was not

concerned with the curing of physical illness until the fourth century.!*” For, even though found

within the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are dozens of instances wherein Jesus

145 The boundary between religion and medicine in the ancient Greek and Roman world was very fluid. It was
Apollo who, at the beginning of Homer’s Iliad, infected the Greek army with a plague as punishment for offending
his priest, and who needed to be appeased so that those infected could be cured. By the middle of the fourth century
BCE, the cult of Asclepius was established throughout the Mediterranean, and, according to Nutton, “worshippers of
Asclepius are known from across the Greek world from the fourth century BC to the third century AD,” (Nutton
2004: 106). Galen himself attributed his entire medical career to Asclepius. Herodotus, to serve as another example,
frequently attributed diseases to divine anger. Cf. Dawson and Harvey 1986. Edelstein aptly reminds us that, even
though “Greek medicine in its aetiology as well as in its treatment of diseases is rational and empirical,” it is
rationality and empiricism that has been influenced by religion (Edelstein 1937: 246). There are multiple mentions
of the divine and the role that the divine plays in the practice of the physician and one’s acquisition of medical
knowledge. Cf. Temkin 1991: 188. Also see Hippocrates, Decent. 6.

146 Case 1923: 253. In speaking about the sick individual and the role of the physician, Sigerist argues that their
position in society “was radically changed by Christianity, which came into the world as a religion of healing,”

(Sigerist 1933: 667).

147 Cf. Ferngren 1992: 14.
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miraculously heals individuals of their various ailments, the prevalent theme of Christus Medicus
was most often used metaphorically to reference Jesus’ healing of souls as opposed to corporeal
disease.!*® Nevertheless, the writers of the canonical gospels placed great emphasis on Jesus’
ability to heal, a power that ultimately was reflective not only of God’s mercy and love, but also

his divine authority.'* “From its beginning,” Erwin Buck argues, “the church has considered

healing as an integral part of its life.”1>

In Div. inst., Lactantius adopts this notion of Jesus as a healer primarily of souls as
opposed to physical bodies. In writing about the illnesses of the anima, he argues (Lact., Div.
inst. 6.24.21-24):

[...] nemo alius mederi potest nisi solus ille qui gressum claudis, uisum caecis reddidit,
maculata membra purgauit, mortuos excitauit. ille ardorem cupiditatis extinguet,
extirpabit libidines, inuidiam detrahet, iram mitigabit, ille reddet ueram et perpetuam
sanitatem. appetenda est haec omnibus medicina, quoniam maiore periculo uexatur anima
quam corpus et quam primum latentibus morbis adhibenda curatio est. neque enim si
utatur aliquis oculorum acie clara, membris omnibus integris, firmissima totius corporis
ualetudine, tamen eum dixerim sanum, si efferatur ira, superbia tumidus infletur, libidini
seruiat, cupiditatibus inardescat [...].

[...] no one else is able to heal (them), except that one alone, he who restored walking to
the lame and vision to the blind; he cleansed defiled limbs, and he raised those who died.
That man will extinguish the heat of our desire, he will root out our lust, take away envy,
and mitigate our anger. He will restore a true and lasting health. This medicine ought to
be sought by all, because the soul is affected by a greater danger than the body, and a
cure must be prescribed to the latent diseases immediately. For even if someone enjoys
clear site of the eyes, all of their limbs are uninjured, and the health of their entire body is
most stable, nevertheless I would not call this person healthy if they are carried away by
anger, swollen with pride, enslaved to their lusts, and are burning with desires [...].

148 Ferngren 1992: 14-15. Also see Carrol 1995: 131. In Acts, healing is performed solely by Jesus® Apostles. Nutton
argues that it was the New Testament’s emphasis on “the power of Christ and his apostles to cure diseases” that
served as “one of the features that secured for Christianity the primacy among competing religions,” (Nutton 1984:
5).

149 For a thorough analysis of the narratives of Jesus’ healing and the healing performed by his apostles in the New
Testament, see Buck 1991.

130 Byuck 1991: 75.
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In what appears, at first, to be a straightforward rehearsal of those miracles Jesus is said to have
performed, Lactantius uses these physical cures as a means by which to redirect attention toward
that which is more important—1Jesus’ ability to heal psychological and moral disorders. Through
this catalogue, Lactantius effectively subordinates corporeal wellness to the health of the anima,
since the latter is subject to illness greater than the former will ever endure. In doing so, he
redefines the meaning of health by presenting these uncontrollable passions as a deeper, more
insidious pathology that only Jesus can treat.

In their latency resides the danger of these diseases, since externally the physical form
can appear perfectly healthy while the anima is secretly infected with cupiditas, libido, invidia,
and ira. The indicatory symptoms of these particular illnesses, however, are not sores, fevers, or
vomiting, as is the case for corporeal infections, but instead their existence becomes known by
way of the individual’s behavior, their actions, the choices that they make. The doctors called
upon to treat Galerius, as discussed above, were never going to be successful because the
emperor suffered from an illness more potent, more dangerous than the cancer that infected his
physical body.!"!

For Lactantius, true healing comes only from the divine realm; mortal doctors may heal
the corporeal form of its various ailments, but they will never acquire the ability to cure the
anima, the health of which is far more important than that of its physical vessel. Nevertheless,
the question remains: how do humans come to know this critical fact? According to Lactantian
logic, such discernment comes from developing a true understanding of the corporeal form in its
entirety, specifically an understanding of what it is and the nature of what it contains. Because

this knowledge reveals the body’s inherent fragility and its distinction from the self, it becomes

151 We will return to this in Chapter 3.
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the necessary groundwork upon which to dispel fear of bodily fear and suffering. It is on this
foundation that Lactantius positions himself in Opif. as a kind of physician, one who guides his
reader towards a proper understanding of suffering and death.

In casting himself into a role that mirrors that of a doctor, one whose healing practices are
embedded within the Christian religion, Lactantius’ turn to the body is ultimately an attempt to
cure the fear the person may have in regards to their inevitable end. For hidden in between the
lines of Opif., a text very much rooted in its political context, is this assurance that fear of
persecution, and therefore the corporeal torture and likely death that may face as a result of
Diocletian’s edicts, is not necessary, since it is not the self that actually experiences and then
succumbs to these punishments, but it is the body—this inherently fragile and temporary
object.!?

Lactantius achieves this healing by way of blending empirical anatomical observation
with teleological and philosophical reasoning, but this particular methodological approach to the
body is not the first of its kind nor is it a distinctly Lactantian intellectual exercise. The most
obvious model and probable source of inspiration is Galen of Pergamon’s De usu partium—a
seventeen-book exploration of the human form completed between the years 169-175.1%3 At the
core of Galen’s anatomical examination is the argument that every element of the body was
purposefully designed for its specific function, and that only when one achieves an

understanding of these final causes can one fully appreciate human physiology and the divine

152 More will be said about this in Chapter 2.

153 Cf. May’s introduction to her translation of the text (1968: 3). For a more detailed discussion of the medical
influence in Opif., see Bakhouche and Luciani 2009: 60-65. It is by way of Galen and his compilation and
understanding of Hippocratic treatises that early Christians likely came into contact with the Hippocratic theories.
Cf. Temkin 1991: 12.
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way by which it came about.!>* As Nutton aptly states, Galen considered the world in which he
lived was one “dominated by purpose, by teleology; nature, or the divine creator, had created
nothing in vain, and the very order and organisation of the universe was a strong argument in
favour of the existence of God.”!>® In Book VI, for example, Galen segues into a discussion of
how pneuma operates within the body by classifying it as another example of the fact that
“Nature has neglected nothing,” how every part of every body—both human and animal—has
been purposefully created, and that there is no part that exists as superfluous.!'>¢
For Galen, therefore, just as for Lactantius, the body’s physical presence within the

world serves as proof for the existence of a divine and skillful creator. As Galen asks in Book
XVII (trans. May 1968: 729):

Who could be so stupid, then, or could there be anyone so hostile and antagonistic to the

works of Nature as not to recognize immediately, from the skin first of all, the skill of the

Creator?
For obvious reasons, this teleological framework for understanding the body, coupled with
Galen’s expressed belief in the “benevolent purpose of a Creator,” one that could “easily be
equated with the Christian God,” attributed to the acceptance and toleration of Galenism in the
4™ century.'S” In his study of the proliferation of Galenic medicine throughout the late Roman

Empire, Nutton points to the fact that, “for the most part,” Galen’s medicine and that of

Christianity, were “regarded as complimentary.”!*® He proceeds to note how both practices

154 Galen’s De usu partium is largely inspired by Aristotle’s De partibus animalium—a text in which Aristotle
presents a teleological worldview where nature does nothing in vain and each part of an organism exists for a
specific purpose. For an in-depth discussion of Aristotle’s own teleology, see Lennox 2010; Leunissen 2010.
155 Nutton 2001: 23-24.

156 May 1968: 278. This is May’s translation.

157 Nutton 2004: 303.

158 Ibid: 306.
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believed that “medical skills and herbs came from God, and were to be valued as such, but a total
reliance on human intervention unaided by prayer and faith in God was foolish and
unspiritual.”!>?

As aresult of the complementary nature of Christian and Galenic healing practices,
Galen’s De usu partium was received and reinterpreted by Christian writers throughout the
fourth and fifth centuries—most notably by Nemesius and Theodoret.!®® Eusebius, for example,
even laments the fact that some Christians attempted to use Galenic arguments as a framework
through which to interpret Scripture.!é! According to Elvira Wakelnig, this Christian reception of
Galen’s anthropological examination led to its Arabic-Islamic reception starting in the 9"
century. In particular, it was adapted “by a non-medical audience for a non-medical purpose,”
namely to use the body’s construction as a way by which to prove the existence, providence, and
benevolence of a divine creator.!%? I reference Wakelnig’s study of this particular act of reception
due to its stark similarities with what I consider Lactantius to be doing in writing Opif.—a
seemingly non-medical text, written by a non-medical individual, for a non-medical audience.!?

In doing so, Lactantius anticipates the early Christian, anthropological treatises of

Nemesius of Emesa and Gregory of Nyssa. Published in ¢. 390, Nemesius of Emesa wrote his De

natura hominis—a text which David Lloyd Dusenbury labels as “the first Christian

159 Nutton 2004: 306.

160 Cf. Nutton 2004: 302; Wakelnig 2018: 131.

161 Cf. Euseb. Hist. eccl. 5.28.14; Nutton 2001: 25.
162 Cf. Wakelnig 2018: 131.

163 In his seminal study of Lactantius’ Opif., Perrin cites Galen’s De usu partium as a source of inspiration nine
times (cf. Perrin 1981: 78, 79, 80, 81, 82, 94, 103, 112, 113).
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anthropology.”!%* Writing in Greek, Nemesius’ treatise, like those of both Galen and Lactantius,
systematically examines a body that exists as more than an assemblage of organs, and instead as
a physical entity whose construction reveals a deeper cosmic order and divine design. To serve
as another example, we can turn to Gregory of Nyssa, who composed his De hominis opificio
between the latter half of 378 and early 379. Read often in conjunction with his brother’s, Basil
of Caesarea, Hexameron, Gregory’s anthropological examination attempts to reconcile Scriptural
teachings with Greek philosophy and Galenic medical knowledge.!¢> Like Galen and Lactantius
before him, and in looking forward to Nemesius approximately a decade later, Gregory
emphasizes the teleological nature of the human form, that every single part of the body exists
for a functional purpose that has been designated by God its creator.

By integrating Galenic anatomical and philosophical insights into a Christian ideological
framework, Lactantius lays a foundation upon which later Christian writers will conduct similar
examinations of the human form. In blending the medical, philosophical, and the theological, he
demonstrates the ways in which Christianity can address the fundamental sickness, that is the
fear concerning human mortality and dying before what one considers to be an appropriate time,
especially at a moment when death seemed all the more imminent. To do this Lactantius teaches
his reader how to look at and read the body correctly, to correctly interpret and understand its
parts—a process that, as I argue, alludes to the medical prioritization of the gaze and that of

correctly deciphering the body’s visible plane and its inscriptions.

164 Dusenbury 2021: xv. It must be recalled, however, that Lactantius® Opif. was written in c. 303 CE, some ninety-
seven years prior to the publication of Nemesius of Emesa’s own treatise; therefore, hardly was Nemesius’ text “the
first Christian anthropology.” As Temkin argues, “[...] Hippocratic medical science was needed for the elaboration
of a Christian anthropology, a doctrine of man that accepted those parts of Greek natural philosophy that were
useful, without sacrificing Christian beliefs,” (Temkin 1991: 133).

165 Basil’s Hexameron preserves his sermons on the six days of creation as described in Genesis. Gregory’s work
focuses specifically on the sixth day of creation, when God is recorded to have created humanity.
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1.2. Corporeal Equilibriums, Symptoms, and the Medical Gaze

As Lactantius is well aware, the human body is a vulnerable and fragile object. Its bones can be
broken, its flesh cut and bruised, and disease can course throughout its limbs. Pathogens can
easily traverse the borders of its terrain without detection, regardless of the defenses that one
may employ. Only affer these corporeal boundaries have been breached does the existence of the
pestilence become known; for following infection, symptoms begin to manifest, signaling a
disturbance taking place within the unseen realm of the body. This understanding of symptoms
as revelatory signs, and understanding how to properly interpret them, proves crucial to
Lactantius’ presentation of the persecutors’ deaths in De mort. pers., where visible symptoms of
illness exposes hidden moral decay.

The symptom reveals, disclosing the true nature of that which lies beneath the surface,
and indicating a change in the human’s physical or mental condition. Symptoms act as a source
of evidence. The metascientist Leonid Tiokhin notes that symptoms ““are usually
conceptualized as inadvertently providing information about an organism’s underlying
pathology.”!6® Working within the framework of what he terms the Signaling Theory of
Symptoms, Leander Steinkopf argues that the presence of symptoms serves a dual function: on
the one hand they indicate that the body’s immune response is working to fight an infection, but
they also “honestly communicate” one’s need for help, for healing.'®’

In order for symptoms to be symptoms, for them to reveal the presence of pestilence
within the body, they must be detected. As they inscribe themselves on the human

body and serve as an external indication of an internal occurrence, symptoms demand a gaze,

166 Tiokhin 2016: 178.
167 Tiokhin 2016: 178. Also see Steinkopf 2015: 2.
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one that not only is able to identify their nature but also is able to accurately read, interpretate,
and communicate them. As Holmes has noted, “Symptoms thus work as a springboard into an
unseen world,” beneath the skin to the body’s interior.!%® In his Birth of the Clinic: An
Archaeology of Medical Perception, Foucault defines the symptom as “la transcription
premiére,” as “la forme sous laquelle se présente la maladie.”!%® For Foucault, the emergence of
the symptom serves as the framework within which the clinical method (la méthode clinique)
comes to exist, inextricably linking the symptom with the physician’s gaze (regard du
médecin).!”? The body of the physically and/or mentally ill individual therefore becomes a text
that can be read, a material object that provides the terrain upon which the unseen can become
seen.

Having become inscribed on the corporeal landscape of the body, these symptoms direct
the gaze towards the unseen interior of the corpus, gesturing towards that part of the body that is
unhealthy, that part that is in a state of disequilibrium. The emergence of Greek medicine in the
5% century BCE brought with it an emphasis on the importance of harmony within the body. In
the Hippocratic treatise On the Nature of Man, for example, Polybus writes of the four humors
and their existence within the body: blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile.!”! Here he states

that the body “is most healthy when these are proportionate to one another” (Yytaivel u&v odv

5, ¢

168 Holmes 2010: 3. Holmes defines this “unseen world” as the space which contains the body’s “tissues, bones,
sinews; the cavity; the things inside it; how and why they act and suffer; the overall nature of the physical body; and
the concatenations of events that together represent he disease,” (Holmes 2010: 17).

169 Foucault 1963: 89.

170 Ibid. 91.

171 Many of the Hippocratic treatises discuss some version of the theory of the four humors, an idea that had a long-
enduring impact on both philosophical and medical theories of the nature of the human form. Cf. Jouanna 1999: 316.
On Nature of Man is the only extant Hippocratic treatise whose author we know with certainty. Cf. Jouanna

2012: 335. In his History of Animals Aristotle tells us that Polybus was a student of Hippocrates, as well as his son
in-law.
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udAota dtov petping &m tadto [...] ©podg GAAnAa).!7? Polybus then proceeds to inform his
reader that when one of the humors is worse (EAaccov) than the others, exists in excess (TAE0V),
or “has been separated from the body” (ywp1o0ij £&v @ cdpoatt), then that destabilized space
within the body becomes diseased (éwivocov).!”> While the Hippocratic theory of the four
humors did not assume a dominant role in Hellenistic and Roman conceptions of the body until
Galen and his commentary on this very treatise in the second century, there does exist a long-
standing emphasis placed on the importance of harmony within the body, and subsequently
within all that the human form metaphorically comes to represent, as a signifier of health.!7*
Vivian Nutton tells us that “the notion of health as a harmonious, balanced mixture of opposites
grew to dominate medicine well into the nineteenth century, if not down to the present day.”!”
When abnormalities occur, when the body enters into a state of disequilibrium, it is then
that symptoms begin to inscribe themselves onto the body—communicating to its viewer, the
external gaze, the presence of sickness within the body. I consider this act of gazing onto the
body, coupled with the subsequent acts of detecting and identifying the visible symptoms, as an
act of reading the corporeal form. For this I am working under Foucault’s notion of how clinical

discourse constructs the body as a surface upon which the disease presents itself, communicating

its presence by way of its own language and allowing itself to be identified and observed.!”¢

172 Hippocrates, Nat. Hom. 4.3-4.
173 Ibid. 4.9. Also see Jouanna 2012: 335.

174 Cf. Jouanna 2012: 337-338. According to Hanson, “It was Galen who set the four humors (phlegm, yellow bile,
black bile, blood) into prominence in physiology and nosology, and although he asserted that this was what
Hippocrates had done, it was principally the treatise ‘Nature of Man’ within the Hippocratic Corpus that likewise
insisted on these four particular fluids,” (Hanson 2006: 501). Throughout his wide range of writings, however,
Galen’s reception of the Hippocratic theory of the four humors was complicated and, at times, was inconsistent. Cf.
Penella and Hall 1973: 283-285.

175 Nutton 2004: 48.

176 Cf. Foucault 1963: 8, 60.
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This act of observation was of tantamount importance for the ancient physician. Jouanna
argues that, for the doctor, “observing was not simply a matter of looking; there was a whole art
of observing.”!”” At the opening of In the Surgery, for example, the Hippocratic writer
emphasizes the critical role of the physician’s senses in their acquisition of knowledge,
knowledge specifically concerning the nature of the patient’s illness. They inform their reader
that they must use all of their senses available to them: sight, touch, hearing, smell, and even
taste, in their investigation of the patient’s symptoms.!”® By means of these senses, Hippocratic
physicians examined the visible symptoms that became inscribed on the surface of the patient’s
body, the signs of internal illness that made themselves legible on the corporeal terrain. The
Hippocratic treatises Epidemics serve to preserve these observations, to catalogue the symptoms
experienced by hundreds of sick patients, the course of their illnesses, and their outcomes. These
compilations, then, assume a didactive function in so far as they demonstrate to their audience
how to go about reading and understanding the signs of infection.!”

These treatises therefore instructed the doctor on how best to use what he observed as a
window into the body’s interior in their attempt to achieve a diagnosis and chart a path to
healing. Practically speaking, the physicians’ reliance on external, perceivable symptoms to
determine what may be happening within the body’s invisible interior is a direct response to the

fact that human dissection had yet to become an active practice.!® Therefore, doctors had to

177 Jouanna 1999: 291.
178 Cf. Hippocrates, In the Surgery 1. Also see Epid. 4.43.

179 Lloyd examines the differences found within the case histories found throughout Epidemics in regards to the
level of detail reported. There are some instances where the writer(s) reports “the climatic conditions of certain
outbreaks,” and others that make “generalisations about the experience of different groups of patients,” who are
differentiated by "age, sex, physical constitution and so on,” (Lloyd 2009: 116).

130 Cf. Jouanna 1999: 308. It was not until after the completion of the library at Alexandria that Ptolemy I Soter and
Ptolemy II Philadelphus invited Greek doctors to Egypt in order to study and teach medicine. Here, Herophilus
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utilize those tools that were immediately available to them; that is the employment of their
senses in order to observe the body’s exterior and, if considered necessary, the environmental
conditions in which the disease came about. Therefore, a specifically medical way of looking at
the body was formed. As Lauren Barnett understands it, “The gaze of the clinician, or the clinical
gaze, penetrates the body of the patient to reveal the invisible, internal structures of the body and
to bring to light the ‘truth’ of a disease.”'®! Further, in comparing the art of diagnosis to that of
prophecy (pavtikn), the writer of the Hippocratic treatise Regimen I informs their reader that the
prophet (and the doctor) come to “know the things that are invisible by means of the things that
are visible, and the things that are visible by means of the things that are invisible.”'®? As Brooke
Holmes argues, “the work of the physician is rigorously semiotic, organised by the interpretation
of the signs produced out of the depths of the body and analogous to the hermeneutic labour of
the diviner.”!83

Diagnosis, therefore, was a semiotic process, one dependent upon the ancient physician’s
interpretation of the signs of disease and the symptoms that became visible on the patient’s body

throughout the course of the illness in order to understand the disorder taking place within the

body.!®* In treating acute diseases specifically, the writer of Prognostic outlines in detail the

(c.330-260 BCE) and Erasistratus of Cos (c.315-240 BCE) founded the medical school at Alexandria and are
thought to the first doctors to dissect human cadavers. Cf. Sallam 2002: 6-7. This medical school remained the
primary location for the education of doctors until the Great Fire in 389. Cf. Sallam 2002: 9-10.

181 Barnett 2021: 35.

182 . 1061 P&V Qovepoiot T Gpavéa YIVOGCKEL Kol ToToty dpavést To avepd [...], Hippocrates, Vict. 1.11.

183 Holmes 2018: 67.

184 “Certainly the problem of ‘seeing the body,”” Gilaman argues, “is one that haunts medicine beginning with the
Greeks. Greek medicine looks at the body and correlates the signs and symptoms found there and their expression,
with pathologies within the body,” (Gilman 2011: 662).
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proper way to read, to interpret, these symptoms.'®> Beginning with the patient’s face, the
physician should observe its appearance.!¢ Does it resemble that of a healthy individual in terms
of its color? Are the eyes abnormally sunken? In what position is the patient’s body when the
doctor arrives? Are there sores? If so, what color are they? A catalogue of those things necessary
for the physician to look for while treating the patient continues for the duration of the treatise, in
addition to remarks on how best to interpret the various variations of symptoms the doctor may
encounter.

As a viewer and interpreter of symptoms, the ancient physician therefore served as a
mediator between the seen and the unseen; he was a translator of the visible indicators of
infection into knowledge of the growing imbalance within the body’s interior. As a result,
diagnosis emerged as both an art of observation and an art of reading, one that employed a

medical gaze that transformed the human form into a text through which disease revealed itself.
1.3. The Christian (Medical) Gaze

The third-century appropriation of Greek medical epistemology established a critical precedent
for the kind of bodily reading that Lactantius would later deploy in both Opif. and De mort. pers.
A number of early Christians began to incorporate these elements of Greek medical thought into
their theological reflections. By the third century, as Temkin argues, Clement of Alexandria and
Origen “readily adopted” Hippocratic medicine in an attempt to synthesize “Christian faith and

Greek philosophy.”!®” For example, Origen (c. 184-c. 254), anticipating Lactantius’ own

185 Acute diseases, according to our Hippocratic sources, were pleurisy, pneumonia, fever, and phrenitis. Cf.
Hippocrates, Aff. 6; Acut. 5; Aer. 3; Prog. 3. For a discussion of how the method of prognosis found in Prognostic
differs from the method articulated in Epidemics 1-6, Regimen in Acute Diseases, and Prorrhetic, see Edelstein
1987: 65-85.

136 Cf. Hippocrates, Prog. 2.

187 Temkin 1991: 130.
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understanding of the body as a fragile object and therefore susceptible to illness, argues that God
purposefully provided medical knowledge to human beings so that they may become physicians
(Origen, HomPs 37 1.1: PG 12.1369):!88

Creator humanorum corporum Deus sciebat quod talis esset fragilitas humani corporis,
quae languores diversos posset recipere et vulneribus aliisque debilitatibus esset obnoxia:
et ideo venturis passionibus providens, etiam medicamenta procreavit ex terra et
medicinae tradidit disciplinam ut, si accideret aegritudo corpori, non deesset medela.

God, the creator of human bodies, knew that the fragility of the human body was so great
that it would be able to receive various diseases and be subject to wounds and other
mutilations: and therefore, preparing for the diseases to come, he created drugs from the
earth and handed over the science of medicine so that, if an illness were to happen to the
body, the remedy would not be absent.

Origen then constructs a parallel between God’s provision of medical knowledge and curative
plants to humans for the purpose of healing the physical body with God’s endowment of his
teachings in order to cure the soul. He writes (Origen, HomPs 37 1.1: PG 12.1369):

Et ideo sicut corpori medicamenta praeparavit ex herbis arte disciplinaque compositis, ita
etiam animae medicamenta praeparavit in his sermonibus quos per divinas Scripturas
seminavit atque disperist: ut hi qui aliqua aegritudine fuerint oppressi, statim ut vim
morbi senserint atque alicuius vulneris stimulum doloremque perspexerint, id est cum
viderint animam aliquid praeter naturam gerentem, requirant aptam et convenientem sibi
rationabilem disciplinam, quae eis ex praeceptis Dei possit mederi [...].

And so, just as [God] prepared medicines for the body from plants, combined with skill
and science, so [God] prepared medicines for the soul in these sermons, which he planted
and dispersed throughout his divine Scriptures: so that those who have been brought
down by some illness, as soon as they sensed the power of the disease and perceived the
sting and pain of some wound—that is when they see that their soul is doing something
unnatural—they may seek a reasonable teaching for themselves that is appropriate and
fitting, the sort which is able to be drawn from the precepts of God [...].

138 T am following the citation style of Bostock 1985 and the text of Henri Crouzel and Luc Brésard (SC 411). The
textual history of Origen’s homilies has faced a number of challenges. Until 2012, only Rufinus’ Latin translation of
Origen’s homilies on Psalms 36-38 survived, with only heavily edited Greek fragments preserved in the catenae.
For a thorough discussion of the manuscript tradition and the discovery of Codex Monacensis Graecus 314, see
Perrone 2022.
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In these two passages Origen conceives of illness, whether it be of the body or of the soul, as a
disturbance of the natural equilibrium that constitutes health, an abnormality that comes into
contact with the senses and therefore becomes legible both to the one infected and the gaze of the
other. Of particular significance for our understanding of Lactantius’ later works, especially De
mort. pers., is Origen’s emphasis on the perceptibility of disease, how one senses and perceives
the power and pain of illness. Disease, for Origin, inscribes itself on the body in such a way that
makes it readable, observable, and diagnosable. These symptoms then become signs that can be
interpreted by the trained observer.

In response to this legible pathology, God has providentially provided ways by which that
harmony can be restored once the disease has been detected. Origen, therefore, inconspicuously
intertwines the epistemological methods of Hippocratic medicine with his Christian theology. In
doing so, the vulnerability of both the body and the soul, their need for healing either by way of
medicamenta or God’s sermones, become consistent indicators of God’s existence. In addition to
this, Origen establishes a framework whereby the act of observing and reading bodily symptoms
becomes a theologically significant practice. For the physician’s diagnostic gaze, which
penetrates the body’s surface to reveal invisible truths beneath, becomes a model for Christian
hermeneutics.

Written near the end the of his life, Origen’s homilies on Psalms were therefore
composed during a time when the fragility of the human body became explicit once more, at a
time when there existed an apparent need for this divinely provided knowledge of healing.'®® The
convergence of state-sponsored violence and a devastating plague that spread throughout the

Empire and its frontiers created an environment in which Origen’s medical-theological

189 Cf. Nautin 1977: 261-292.
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framework assumed a new critical role. The imperial edict requiring sacrifice to the traditional
pantheon rendered Christian bodies once more vulnerable to imperial violence, while epidemic
disease made all bodies—Christian and pagan alike—vulnerable to pathological invasion. Both
persecution and plague produced bodies marked by visible suffering. Writing in this context,
both forms of bodily suffering become, for Origen, become indicators of divine providence; for
God provided both medical knowledge to read and heal physical wounds and scriptural
medicines to diagnose and cure souls harmed by apostasy and/or suffering.
1.4. Creating Bodies for Diagnosis: Decius and the Demand for Sacrifice
This third-century model of transforming bodily vulnerability into theological argument
established a precedent for understanding how Christian authors would exploit the rhetorical
potential of suffering bodies during persecution. Origen’s framework, however, remained
primarily theoretical, that is a meditation on God’s providential provision of healing knowledge
composed during persecution but not systematically applied to reading the persecuted body
itself. It was Origen’s contemporary, Cyprian of Carthage, who would take the next step and
deploy the medical gaze not solely as theological metaphor but as an active hermeneutic tool for
reading both the persecuted Christian body and the plague-infected body as texts that reveal
divine truth. To better understand how this Christian medicalization of the gaze emerged as a
polemical strategy, and how it would later inform Lactantius’ own diagnostic reading of imperial
bodies, we must first examine the historical circumstances that produced these vulnerable and
readable Christian bodies.

At a time when the northern frontiers of the Empire were facing a barrage of threatening

barbarian invasions, and emperors were dying in relatively quick succession, Decius ascended to
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the imperial throne (r. 249-251) after defeating Philip the Arab (r. 244-249).1°° Shortly after
becoming Emperor, Decius issued an edict that required all citizens of the Roman Empire to
sacrifice to the pantheon of traditional Roman gods.!”! We lack the evidence necessary to claim
with any certainty that Decius was himself a devout worshipper of the gods, and that his priority
in publishing this edict was the preservation of traditional religious practices. Rives argues that,
at this time, there existed “a widespread perception that the ancestral religion provided an answer
to the problems of the time,” and to acquire this relief one only need to obtain “the good will of
the gods who had guided and protected Rome throughout its history.”!®> Furthermore, according
to Moss, Decius’ decree was an attempt to initiate “a kind of propaganda campaign that
highlighted traditional Roman values and continuity with the past—the golden era of the Roman
emperors.”!3

Faced with the threat of foreign assault, economic instability, and military disfunction,
Decius sought to (re)construct a sense of imperial unity and civic cohesion by way of

performative public sacrifice.!* No copy of the edict itself survives, but neither Christians, nor

any specific group of people, seem to have been Decius’ primary target.'®> Many identifying as

190 Cf. Brown 1989: 23-24; Boatwright et al. 2012: 428-431. In the Introduction I talk about how scholars have
challenged the narrative of the third century as a period of Empire-wide decline and ultimate collapse.

Y1 Decius’ edict is dated to the latter half of the year 249. Cf. Rives 1999: 137. Earlier scholarship proposes a date
of early 250. For example, see Oborn 1933.

192 Rives 1999: 142.

193 Moss 2013: 150.

194 Cf. de Blois 2002. Oborn has argued that the primary reason for this edict “was economic” (Oborn 1933: 68).
195 By way of analyzing the names found on the libelli, Knipfing concludes that “Decius’ original edict of
persecution had been framed in general terms,” requiring everyone throughout the Empire, irrespective of age,
gender, citizenship status, or religion, to make the sacrifice (Knipfing 1923: 362). First discovered in 1893, the 41

libelli are official certificates that attest to an individual’s performance of the sacrifice required by Decius’ edict. For
an analysis of the /ibelli in relation to the Christian narratives about the “persecution,” see Keresztes 1975.
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Christian, however, refused to perform the required sacrifice due to religious conflict, and, unlike
the Jews, they did not yet have religious independence.!*® Although consequent punishment
inevitably followed, its severity and the degree to which that punishment was implemented is a
matter of debate. Sources providing insight into the implementation and effects of Decius’ edict
are limited, and all but the /ibelli are from Christian authors.!®” Specifically, we have the letters
from Cyprian of Carthage, which he wrote while in hiding (Ep. 5-43), as well as his De lapsis; in
addition, there are Eusebius’ quotations of letters written by Dionysius, as well as a martyr
narrative from Smyrna (Passio Pionii). In reading these sources, therefore, we must take into
account their authorial bias, as well as possible exaggeration used to construct narratives that
better suit both the agenda of the writers and the picture of Decius they are attempting to paint.
Decius most likely did not publish his edict with Christians specifically in mind, nor with
the intent to “persecute” them. Instead, it seems to have been a result of a newly formed
understanding of the relationship between religion and politics.!”® Throughout the early Empire,
active participation in religion was often voluntary, with religious practices and customs being
regional as opposed to uniform across all cities and territories. This, however, changed with
Decius’ decree; for, as Karl Noethlichs argues, “it was the first step toward an imperial religion

that was no longer limited to a specific city.”!”’

196 Cf. Oborn 1933: 68. Rives points out that, prior to Decius’ edict, “persecutions of Christians had always been
local affairs determined by local conditions,” (Rives 1999: 135). This edict, however, required a// inhabitants of the
Empire to perform the sacrifice. Rives then makes the distinction between “pre-Decian persecution, characterized by
its local and ad hoc nature,” and the Empire-wide persecutions organized by Decius and the subsequent emperors
(Ibid.).

197 T talk more about Lactantius’ recount of Decius’ edict in Chapter 3.

198 Cf. Drake 2009: 52-53.

199 Noethlichs 2015: 17.
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The majority of our sources that detail the implementation of Decius’ edict, however,
come from those individuals who refused, witnessed, or heard stories about those who did not do
what the law required of them. As a result, our extant accounts are primarily narratives that detail
the punishments endured by Christians. In Alexandria, Origen was allegedly singled out by, as
Eusebius refers to him, “the evil demon” (tod movnpod daipovog).2*® He goes on to recount that,
“on account of the word of Christ” (o1& Tov Xpiotod Adyov), Origen suffered (Euseb., Hist. eccl.
6.39.5):

[...] deopd kol Bacavous Tag KAt TOD COUATOS TAG TE VO GLONP® Kol HVY01G ElpKTHS

TIHopiaG, Kol (¢ €ml TAEIoTOUG NUEPALS TOVG TTOOAG VTIO TEGGAPA TOD Kolaotnpiov EHA0L

nopatafeig SluoTiHaTo, TUPAS TE ATEIAAG Kol Oca dALN TPOC TV £XOpdV Emeveybévta

KOPTEPDG UNOUUDS AOTOV AVELETV TaVTL GOEVEL TOD SIKOGTOD QLAOVEIK®G EvaTdvtog [...].

[...] chains and tortures, vengeance on his body both under iron and in the innermost part

of his prison cell; and how, when for many days his feet have been stretched four spaces by

that wooden instrument of torture, and threats of fire, and whatever other things were

brought against him by his enemies, he steadfastly endured by no means destroying

himself, while the judge persisted, opposing him with all of his strength [...].
Origen did not immediately meet his end, an outcome different from those individuals whose
tortures Eusebius proceeds to catalogue. In his quotation of Dionysius’ letter to Fabius, Eusebius
tells his reader of Metras, an old man whose face and eyes were stabbed, whose body was beat
with sticks, and who was then taken outside of Alexandria to be stoned.?’! Quinta was dragged
by her feet throughout the entire city while simultaneously being beaten until she was to the
same location as Metras in order to be stoned.???> Next is Apollonia, whose face was beaten so

badly that her all of her teeth were knocked out before she was burnt alive; this is followed by

the story of Serapion, who had all of his limbs broken before being thrown from the top floor of

200 Byseb., Hist. eccl. 6.39.5.
201 Cf. Euseb., Hist. eccl. 6.41.2-3.

202 Ibid. 6.41.4.
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a building.?*? As the letter reads, there was no place in Alexandria for Christians to exist, and
“always and everywhere everyone was shouting” (dei xai movtoyod ndviov kekpayotmv), and
those who refused to join in were “immediately both dragged away and burnt” (e00éwg deiv
ovpecai te kol mipmpacOar).2%

The picture that Eusebius paints here, whether by way of his own account or through
quotation, is one of unabating fear and anxiety, of a Christian identity constructed through the
public spectacle of corporeal torture and endurance. The physical marks of torture that came to

be inscribed on the bodies of Origen, Metra, Quinta, Apollonia, and Serapion became symptoms

of their faith in God at a time of perceived disorder within the Empire.

1.5. Cyprian and the Disease of Persecution

At the outset of Decius’ call for sacrifice, a Carthaginian by the name of Cyprian assumed the
role of Bishop.?% A convert to Christianity later in life (c. 246), Cyprian was a teacher of rhetoric
in Carthage who then became bishop, despite protest from senior clergy members, just two years
after his conversion.??¢ Cyprian held the title of Bishop for nine years until he accepted
martyrdom in 258, and although little is known about his life prior to assuming this role, Nadya
Williams labels him a “life-long Carthaginian.”?°” Shortly after his death, Pontius—who served
as a deacon under Cyprian—wrote a brief biography of the Bishop, one that, according to Sister

Mary Magdeline Miiller and Roy Deferrari, certainly was not a “purely objective

203 Buseb., Hist. eccl. 6.41.7-8.

204 Ibid. 6.41.8.

205 For a comprehensive overview of the role of Bishop in Late Antiquity, see Rapp 2005.
206 Cf. Cyprian, Ad Donatum 4; Jerome, De vir. ill. 67; Pontius, VCypriani 2-5.

207 Williams 2021: 2.
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presentation.”?*® Williams proposes that Cyprian was born around 200, and she argues that it was
not until the mid-240s that he made his conversion.??” Rebaque suggests that he was born into a
wealthy family, and that “he received a careful education that allowed him to practice as a
teacher of rhetoric until his conversion in 245/6” (recibi6é una esmerada educacion que le
permitio ejercer como maestro de retorica hasta su conversion en el 245/6).21

The prevailing argument, as articulated by Frangois Decret, is that Carthage—the capital
of Proconsularis—was one of the first North African cities to have been “touched by
Christianity.”?!! As a result, Carthage became the regular site for church councils, a time at
which the bishops from the surrounding cities would gather in order to discuss current matters
that affected their respective congregations.?!? Consequently, Proconsularis was one of the
harder hit provinces during the Decian persecution.?!® It was during this time that Decius
sentenced Cyprian to death, and in response he controversially went into hiding. While away
from Carthage, he received and wrote a series of letters, some explicitly addressed to individuals

who were imprisoned, that discuss the importance of and commend the endurance exhibited by

208 Deferrari (ed.) 1952: 3. Pontius’ Vita Cypriani does not begin with Cyprian’s physical birth, but instead his
spiritual re-birth. He writes, “Therefore from where should I begin? From where should I undertake a discussion of
his virtues if not from the beginning of his faith and heavenly birth? If indeed the deeds of a man of God ought not
to be counted from anywhere except when he was born from God,” (Unde igitur incipiam? Unde exordium bonorum
eius adgrediar, nisi a principio fidei et nativitate caelesti? Siquidem hominis Dei facta non debent aliunde numerari
nisi ex quo Deo natus est, 2.1.1-3).

209 Cf. Williams 2021: 1-3.
210 Rebaque 2020: 554.
211 Decret 2009: 12.

212 The first collegium held in Carthage took place in c. 220, under the supervision of Bishop Agrippinus. Cf. Decret
2009: 31-32.

213 The Decian persecution was not the first to affect Carthage and the North African provinces. We know, for
example, that one began with the Scillitans in 180 and lasted for approximately thirty years. Another occurred in
197, which then was followed by Severus’ edict in 202. Cf. Decret 2009: 20-28.
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the confessors—that is those who refused to perform the required sacrifice—as they endured
corporeal torture, exile, and/or the loss of their property.'4

Following the unexpected death of Decius while in battle with Valerian, Cyprian returned
to Carthage (251). At this time, he wrote De lapsis, a treatise that discusses those Christians who
performed sacrifices to the Roman gods, but, now that the persecution was over, wanted to be
reintegrated into the church. Of interest is the way in which Cyprian employs medical
terminology in an attempt to cast Decius’ persecution as a disease that has ravaged the Empire.
In the treatise’s seventh chapter, for example, Cyprian writes that, “while we have defied the
orders of God, let us come to the condemnation of our crime and the examination of our loyalty
by way of more severe remedies.”?!*> According to John Penniman, “Cyprian refers to [the
persecution] as a medical examination (probatio) that evaluates the onset of disease (correptio)
and the severity of the remedies (remediis severioribus) required for treatment.”?!¢

According to Cyprian, God has sent this disease of persecution as punishment for his
congregation’s greed and excessive concern for material possessions. “How,” he asks, “are they
able to follow Christ when they are detained by the chain of their wealth? Or how do they seek
Heaven and ascend towards sublime and lofty things when they are dragged down by earthly

desires??!7 By way of this rhetoric Cyprian treats these overt displays of desire and concern for

earthly rewards as symptoms of one’s disobedience to the commands of God, of their

214 Cf. Cyprian, Ep. 5-43. Also see Decret 2009: 52-53.

25 [...] dum domini mandata contemnimus, ad correptionem delicti et probationem fidei remediis serverioribus

veniremus, Cyprian, De lapsis 7. 1 am using the edited text of Bévenot 1972.

216 Penniman 2015: 202. Penniman also argues that, in Cyrpian’s “post-persecution writings,” we see both an
increase in his use of medically charged vocabulary, and a “relationship between ritual purity and medical health,”
(Penniman 2015: 201-202).

27 Sequi autem Christum quomodo possunt qui patrimonii uinculo detinentur? Aut quomodo caelum petunt et ad
sublimia et alta conscendunt qui terrenis cupiditatibus degravantur?, Cyprian, De lapsis 12.
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forgetfulness of the true reward waiting for them after death. As punishment, God sent the
plague.
Those who refused to sacrifice avoided infection, and of the confessors Cyprian writes
(Cyprain, De lapsis 2):
Religiosa vox Christum locuta est, in quem se semel credidisse confessa est; inlustres
manus quae non nisi divinis operibus adsueuerant sacrificiis sacrilegis restiterunt;
sanctificata ora caelestibus cibis post corpus et sanguinem domini profana contagia et
idolorum reliquias respuerunt; ab impio sceleratoque velamine, quo illic uelabantur
sacrificantium capita captiua, caput vestrum liberum mansit; frons cum signo dei pura
diaboli coronam ferre non potuit, coronae se domini reseruauit.
[Your] religious voice has spoken about Christ, in whom, once, it confessed that it
believed; honorable hands, which had not been accustomed to anything if not divine
works, has resisted sacrilegious sacrifices. [ Your] lips, having been sanctified by
heavenly food after the body and the blood of the Lord, have spit out the evil contagions
and the remains of idols. Your head remained free from a wicked and contaminated veil,
with which there the captured heads of those who sacrificed were veiled. [ Your]
forehead, pure with the symbol of God, was not able to wear the crown of the devil, but
instead saved itself for the crown of the Lord.
In not sacrificing, the confessor spit out the contagia that previously was inside them, those
contagions that threatened infection and illness. As a result, their body has been healed—a
healing that becomes inscribed onto the exterior of their body and viewable by the gaze of the
other. Cyprian’s rhetoric therefore transforms the body of the confessor into a physical plane
where their Christian identity becomes visible. With their head free from the “contaminated veil”
(sceleratoque velamine), they are able to wear the “crown of the Lord.”
The corona domini, however, is not the only sign of the confessor’s belief in God; later in
the treatise Cyprian also points to the visible wounds that appear from the resultant tortures and
punishments for refusing to sacrifice. What if, asks Cyprian, a lapsed individual pleads for

forgiveness and, in doing so, they use their tortured body as proof that their sacrifice was

performed only to stop the whips (flagella), clubs (fustes), the rack (eculeus) from stretching
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their limbs, the claw (ungula) from cutting their skin, the fire (flamma), and their flesh being torn
away from their form (caro me in conluctatione deseruir)?*'® Cyprian then follows this
hypothetical scenario by asking (De lapsis 14):
Nunc uero quae uulnera ostendere uicti possunt, quas plagas hiantium uiscerum, quae
tormenta membrorum, ubi non fides congressa cecidit, sed congressionem perfidia
praeuenit?
But now what wounds are those who have been conquered able to show, what injuries of
their entrails gaping open, what torments of their limbs, when faith did not falter when it
encountered [these punishments], but faithlessness prevented the encounter?
By asking this question Cyprian acknowledges that these visible signs of torture and suffering
that become written on the body have meaning, that they serve as indicators, as symptoms of
one’s belief in and devotion to God. This meaning, however, depends ultimately upon one’s
actions. For, as soon as the individual makes that transition from confessor to lapsed, those
vulnera no longer reveal their steadfast faith, but instead their wavering devotion. The body,
therefore, does not simply suffer; it shows, reveals, and demands the external gaze to read and
interpret its visible symptoms. These symptoms, working in tandem with the individual’s
actions, either reveal the spiritual health of the confessor or the inner sickness of the lapsed.
An even greater concern arises for Cyprian when the lapsed, specifically those who have
undergone corporeal torture and then present their wounded bodies in an attempt to receive
mercy, partake in communion in order to rejoin the Church before they make proper atonement.
These people, as Cyprian argues, “do not seek the endurance [needed] for health, nor the true

medicine from an apology.”?!” Instead, “after returning from the altars of the devil, they

approach the sanctuary of the Lord with hands that are filthy and infected with the smell of the

28 Cyprian, De lapsis 13.

219 Non quaerunt sanitatis patientiam nec veram de satisfaction medicinam [...], Cyprian, De lapsis 15.
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roasted meat.”??* The sacerdos, therefore, must intervene, to take note of the symptoms
presented by the one who has lapsed, and “to provide healthful remedies” (remediis salutaribus
providere).?*! Cyprian then provides important instruction on how to be the skilled and effective
physician needed by the individual who has made the sacrifice (De lapsis 14):
Inperitus est medicus qui tumentes uulnerum sinus manu parcente contrectat et in altis
recessibus uiscerum uirus inclusum dum seruat exaggerat. Aperiendum uulnus est et
secandum et putraminibus amputatis medella fortiore curandum. Vociferetur et clamet
licet et conqueratur aeger, impatiens per dolorem: gratias agit postmodum cum senserit
sanitatem.
Unskilled is the doctor who touches the swelling surfaces of the wound with a sparing
hand, and while he preserves the infection that has been closed up in the deep recesses of
the body’s interior, he exaggerates it. The wound must be opened, cut, and, after the
putrid parts have been cut out, it must be cured by a stronger remedy. The sick individual
may scream, cry out, and complain; they may be impatient though the pain: but
afterwards they give thanks when they have felt that they are healed.
Here Cyprian reimagines the role of the priest, transforming them from a spiritual leader to a
medical physician.?*? As an experienced and skillful medicus, Cyprian understands that the
visible symptoms of illness are only surface-level indicators of a dangerous pathogen raging
within the body. He therefore cannot be too lenient, too gentle; but instead, he must cut into and
open the wound to penetrate the fleshy surface and surgically remove the infection. Cyprian’s

employment of a medical gaze, then, is both diagnostic and moral. It transforms pastoral

discernment into a kind of surgical seeing, one that reveals, judges, and heals. As a result, the

220 4 diaboli aris reuertentes ad sanctum domini sordidis et infectis nidore manibus accedunt, Cyprian, De lapsis 15.
221 Cyprian, De lapsis 14.

222 In a letter to Stephanus regarding Marcianus of Arles’ associations with Novation and subsequent departure from
the Church, Cyprian reminds his addressee that, as Bishops and therefore leaders of the Church, they have a duty to
administer the medicine in order to heal the wounds of those who have lapsed. He asks Stephanus, “For what is a
greater and more worthwhile concern for the leaders than to provide for the sheep that must be cherished and kept
safe by means of diligent care and a beneficial cure [...],” (Quae est enim maior aut melior cura praepositorum
quam diligenti sollicitudine et medella salubri fouendis et conseruandis ouibus providere [...], Cyprian, Ep. 68.4).
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bishop’s authority becomes aligned with the physician’s skill, as both depend on an ability to
properly interpret signs and act decisively upon them.

This precedent proves crucial for understanding Lactantius’ later use of the medical gaze
in both Opif. and De mort. pers. Where Cyprian applies diagnostic methods to pastoral care—
reading the bodies and the behaviors of the lapsed to determine their spiritual health—Lactantius
will extend this methodology in two directions. First, in Opif., he will systematically train his
readers in diagnostic fundamentals, that is teaching them to recognize the healthy, harmonious
body as the normative template against which all pathology must be read. Then, in De mort.
pers., he will turn that trained gaze onto the bodies of the persecutors, diagnosing their corporeal
decay as visible proof of interior moral corruption. Just as Cyprian shows how bodily symptoms
can reveal spiritual disease, Lactantius too employs this insight in his presentation of the
diseased bodies of the emperors as legible proof of divine judgement. Ultimately, both authors
assume that proper interpretation requires training, and that one must know what health looks

like before one can diagnose the disease.

1.6. Cyprian and the Actual Plague

Yet Cyprian’s diagnostic methodology extended beyond the spiritual wounds of apostasy to
encompass actual bodily disease. His fusion of medical and theological discourse becomes most
explicit when confronted with epidemic illness itself—that very moment when the metaphorical
language of spiritual pathology met the literal reality of plague-ravaged bodies. This section,
therefore, turns to Cyprian’s response the plague that would later bear his name. For, to
understand how Cyprian deployed the medical gaze to read both persecution and plague as
divine diagnostics is essential to grasping the full scope of the interpretative framework that

Lactantius would inherit.
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Shortly before Decius’ death, and therefore shortly before the conclusion of his demands
for sacrifice, a real plague spread across North Africa and the other provinces of the Empire.
Kyle Harper suggests that “the period we call late antiquity could be considered the age of
pandemic disease.”??* Following the Antonine Plague (c. 166-c. 180) imperial Rome fell victim
to yet another infectious disease, one that wreaked havoc throughout the empire and its provinces
for approximately two decades following the initial outbreak. This contagion in particular,
however, frequently gets cast to the periphery of modern scholarship on ancient epidemics, as
discussions of it are “usually overshadowed” by those of the Antonine period.?**

Referred to as the Cyprian Plague, the initial outbreak occurred at the end of the Decian
persecution and lasted until ¢. 270.2% Louise Cilliers traces its origins to North Africa, and
argues that cases were present in Carthage by 251.22° Extant are twenty-three literary references
to the plague, only six of which are eye-witness accounts. Those contemporaneous with the
outbreak came from “Dionysius of Alexandria, Cyprian of Carthage, Pontius of Carthage, the
13™ Sibylline oracle, and two Athenian historians, Dexippus and Philostratus; these represent 1
Egyptian, 2 N. Africans, 1 Syrian, and 2 Athenians.”??’ Closely analyzing these primary sources,
Sabine Huebner challenges the notion that the disease first appeared in North Africa. She argues

that, instead, it originated in the Balkans, spreading across “the major harbors of the

223 Harper 2015: 223.
224 [bid. 224.

225 The dates of the Cyprian Plague are up for debate, but scholars widely accept the time frame of ¢. 250-c. 270. Cf.
Harper 2015: 225; Williams 2021: 1. Rebaque situates the spread of the disease during the years c. 249-c. 262. Cf.
Rebaque 2020: 553. Decades prior to more current thought, Hannan claims that the disease “swept the Roman
Empire from 251-255,” (Hannan 1933: v).

226 Cf. Cilliers 2019: 79. Scourfield notes that Carthage was impacted no later than “the summer of 252, (Scourfield
1996: 23).

227 Harper 2015: 227. Harper (2016) identifies a seventh eye-witness account to the plague—the anonymous writer
of De laude martyrii.
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Mediterranean” and the Empire’s major cities over a period of approximately twenty years.??® In
writing specifically about the imperial capital, Cilliers notes that the infection “carried off 5000
people a day in Rome, and struck everybody, irrespective of age, gender, status [...] or
nationality.”??” Hannan develops this picture of chaos further by arguing that the state of Rome
was “appalling,” that bodies were left scattered throughout the streets, and “greed was
rampant.”?3¢

Of the primary accounts of the plague which Harper identifies, the most detailed
description comes from Cyprian and from whom the contagion gets its name. It was in response
to this plague that the Bishop of Carthage wrote De mortalitate (hereafter Mort.), a consolatory
sermon for his Carthaginian congregation that he most likely gave at some point during the
reigns of Gallus and Volusianus (r. 251-253).23! Alongside his account of the disease and its
varying symptoms, Cyprian encourages his congregation to abstain from fearing death as well as
the fact that they may not die as martyrs should it be the pestilence that kills them first. For the
first nineteen chapters, Cyprian forces his listener to have a self-reflective gaze, to consider both
how they see themselves and how they are viewed by others. In chapters 2-9 Cyprian

proclaims that the end of one’s life should not to be feared, but instead welcomed; for death is a

release from the devil’s temptations (4-5), and, when they do not show anxiety about their

228 Huebner 2021: 163.
229 Cilliers 2019: 75.
230 Hannan 1933: 2.

231 Cf. Hannan 1933: 3. For the dating of the sermon we can look to Mort. 1 and Mort. 17, where Cyprian refers to
the outbreak as an event currently happening. We also can turn to the historian Eutropius, who, in his Breviarium
historiae Romanae, writes that the reigns of Gallus and Volusianus were “remarkable because of the pestilence
alone, and (other) diseases and illnesses,” (Sola pestilentia et morbis atque aegritudinibus notus eorum principatus
fuit, 9.5). Scourfield proposes that the sermon focuses “less on the grief of the bereaved than on the anxieties of that
audience about their own situation, the constant threat of a sudden and unpleasant death,” (Scourfield 1996: 16).
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demise, they reveal their detachment from the physical world and the faith that they have in
God’s providence (6-7). According to Cyprian, one is able to welcome death only when one
realizes their true identity, when they truly see themselves and understand at what they are
viewing. Only in greeting death without fear will the individual then be able to reveal to others
their real self, that they are Christian and worship the one true God. Chapters 8-19 retain this
gaze upon the self, as Cyprian explains why Christians—Ilike the pagans—are experiencing
infection (8-13), and that, when Christians endure the plague without protest, they acquire virtue.
Cyprian, in chapters 14-16, reaffirms the notion that death is a release from the trials of the
physical world, arguing that the contagion and the havoc that it wrecks on the physical body
serve as a welcomed escape from the pagan environment.

The tone of the Mort. then shifts in chapters 17-19, as Cyprian reminds his listeners that
all that has and is currently taking place exists because God has willed it to be. The Christian,
therefore, should not fear the potential loss of the opportunity for martyrdom; instead, they
should be obedient to God’s will—an act which will reveal their Christian identity to the external
gaze. To conclude his sermon Cyprian then shifts the listeners’ gaze to those who have already
died (20-24), and he declares that there shall be no mourning for the already deceased, a
proclamation that simultaneously turns the congregation’s gaze back onto themselves, since
Cyprian asserts that grief and lamentation for the individual who has died shows to others that
the one mourning has not placed their faith in God and His assurances. Cyprian therefore
emphasizes the importance of the Christian’s ability to assess and understand their own true

identity by way of the signs that they display to the gaze of the other.
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Cyprian opens his sermon with his own observation, specifically how he has perceived
the response of his congregation to the present outbreak (Cyprian, Mort. 1.7-10):2*2

[...] tamen quia animadverto in plebe quosdam vel inbecillitate animi vel fidei parvitate

vel dulcedine saecularis vitae vel sexus mollitie vel, quod magis est, veritatis errore

minus stare fortiter nec pectoris sui divinum adque invictum robur exerere [...].

[...] nevertheless, because I notice that some amongst the people—either because of a

weakness of the mind, or because of a lack of faith, or because of the sweetness of a

secular life, or because of a softness of gender, or, what is more, because of a wandering

from the truth—stand less firmly; nor do they reveal the divine and unconquered strength

of their heart [...].
These individuals stand in stark contrast to most of the congregation (p/urimos vestros), within
whom “there exists a resolute mind, firm faith, and a devoted soul, which is not moved by the
large amount of the present mortality.”?3? Nevertheless, those who have exhibited these improper
responses to the plague exist and live amongst those who have responded properly. With this
opening statement, therefore, Cyprian immediately invokes the imagery of contagion shrouded in
a tone of anxiety should these inappropriate reactions that he sees displayed by some infect the
majority whose faith—in this time of crisis—remains resolute.

These acts of seeing, of observing, of recognizing, are of utmost importance for Cyprian,
and throughout the entirety of the sermon they occupy a prominent role in the bishop’s
arguments. As early as the opening of the second chapter, Cyprian proclaims that every member
of his congregation “ought to recognize themselves” (agnoscere enim se debet), an assertion that

establishes true self-understanding as something acquired by way of self-examination.?** They

must be able to examine and comprehend the visible ways in which they are responding to the

232 T use the edited text of Hannan 1933.

233 [...] mens solida est et fides firma et anima deuota quae ad praesentis mortalitatis copiam non moueter | ...],
Cyprian, Mort. 1.1-3.

234 Cyprian, Mort. 2.1.
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spreading contagion, to the death of others and the possibility of their own. In fact, underlying
this statement is a call to “notice” like Cyprian, to discern through the same interpretive
framework that he provided at the sermon’s outset.*> For those members of Cyprian’s
congregation must be able to examine and comprehend the visible ways in which they are
responding to the spreading contagion, to the death of others and the possibility of their own.

However, those who fear infection and consequent death fail to understand what exactly
their fearful response conveys; for, as Cyprian exclaims (Cyprian, Mort. 5.12-14):

[...] quae caecitas animi quaeve dementia est amare pressuras et poenas et lacrimas
mundi et non festinare potius ad gaudium quod numquam possit auferri!

[...] what blindness of the mind or what madness it is to love the afflictions and

punishments and tears of the world, and to not rather hurry towards joy, which never is

able to be taken away!
In their fear of death these individuals experience metaphorical blindness, madness, and they
reveal how they seek after those temporary things of the world that, in the end, provide only pain
and suffering. I argue that Cyprian, in his sermon’s opening chapters, treats this fear as a
symptom that becomes inscribed on the body’s fleshy terrain, as something that reveals the
extent to which the animus within is not in proper working order. In doing so, Cyprian ultimately
casts himself as an individual with the ability and with the authority to teach his congregants how
to read and understand the symptoms that emerge by way of their actions. When Cyprian
“notices” in the sermon’s opening statement, he does so correctly and with an understanding of
what he sees so developed that it allows his gaze to penetrate beneath the skin of the individual

and see what truly is happening within the body’s interior. Does their faith truly rest in God? Are

they actually Christian?

235 This imperative to self-recognition will find a more systematic articulation in Lactantius’ Opif., where the
examination of the human body becomes the very means by which one comes to know the omo verus concealed
within the corporeal vas.
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The way in which one reacts to the plague and its ravaging effects is important insofar as

it reveals the extent to which one seeks after God and his heavenly promises; it constructs a

narrative about the religious identity of that individual. This is important because, as Cyprian

reminds his audience, physically speaking, there is no difference between the pagan and the

Christian, and amongst these two groups there exists a caro communis. “For what do we have in

this world not in common with the others, as long as this common flesh—in accordance with our

first birth—remains?”23¢ Cyprian acknowledges that there are Christians who lament the fact

that, like the pagans, their bodies too are fragile; nevertheless, this fragility and vulnerability is

an inherent characteristic of that which is mortal. He reminds his congregants (Cyprian, Mort.

8.8-20):

quoadusque istic in mundo sumus, cum genere humano carnis aequalitate coniungimur,
spiritu separamur. itaque donec corruptiuum istud induat incorruptionem, et mortale hoc
accipiat inmortalitatem, et spiritus nos perducat ad Deum patrem, quaecumque sunt
carnis incommoda sunt nobis cum humano genere communia. sic cum fetu sterili terra
ieiuna est, neminem fames separat: sic cum inruptione hostile ciuitas aliqua possessa est,
omnes simul captiuitas uastat, et quando imbrem nubila serena suspendunt, omnibus
siccitas una est, et cum nauem scopulosa saxa confringunt, nauigantibus naufragium sine
exceptione commune est, et oculorum dolor et impetus febrium et omnium ualitudo
membrorum cum ceteris communis est nobis, quamdiu portatur in saeculo caro ista
communis.

As long as we are here in the world, we are joined with the human race in equality of the
flesh, and we are separated in spirit. And so, until that corruptible part puts on
incorruptibility, and this mortal part accepts immortality, and our spirit leads us to God
the father, whatever things of the flesh are disagreeable, we have in common with the
human race. So, when the earth is barren with an unfruitful harvest, famine spares no one;
when some city has been taken over with a hostile invasion, captivity ruins all citizens
simultaneously, and when serene clouds suspend the rain, there is one drought for all.
When craggy rocks destroy a ship, the shipwreck is common for all sailors without
exception; and we have in common with the others a pain of the eyes, and an attack of
fevers, and the ailment of all the limbs, as long as this common flesh is born in the world.

26 Quid enim nobis in hoc mundo non commune cum ceteris, quamdiu adhuc secundum legem primae nativitatis
manet caro ista communis, Cyprian, Mort. 8.6-8.
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To be upset about one’s ability to get sick is to be ignorant, to not know the true nature of one’s
body and existence. Here Cyprian prompts his listeners to make careful distinctions between
what is common to all and what is unique to the Christian individual. Physically, as Cyprian
argues, there is no distinction between the pagan and the Christian. As long as the Christian
exists within the physical world, they will exteriorly be the same as those who do not believe in
God, and they will inhabit a body that proves equally vulnerable to the effects of famine,
invasion, drought, plague, and all other moments of turmoil.

Yet, it is in the face of this shared vulnerability that difference becomes visible. In
cataloguing these moments at which this caro communis makes itself known, Cyprian underlines
how Christians, by way of how they respond to their corporeal fragility, distinguish themselves
and reveal their true religious identity. The Christian’s reaction therefore, influenced by faith
rather than fear and composure rather than despair, becomes a visible sign of spiritual health, of a
steadfast belief in and devotion to God. As a result, the body in Cyprian’s sermon becomes not
just a site where the underlying infection becomes visible, but also their true self.

While the exterior of the pagan and the Christian is the same, their interior is markedly
different. For example, by quoting Deuteronomy 13:3, Cyprian alludes to this differing interior,
warning his congregation that, when God sends these trials and moments of turmoil, he will
know “‘if you love your Lord God from your entire heart and from your entire soul,”” (si diligitis
Dominum Deum vestrum ex toto corde vestro et ex tota anima, Mort. 11.14-15). Once more, how
one reacts to external chaos becomes indicative of their inner nature, here specifically that of
their cor and anima. These responses reveal not only to the external mortal gaze, but also that of

God—allowing him to determine whether or not this individual is a true Christian.
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Consistently throughout Mort., Cyprian characterizes the plague as a test sent by God,
one that he will use to identify his true followers. As he reinforces, the way in which the
Christian is seen responding to this trial is of utmost importance, for by way of their response to
this moment his congregation will prove their faith and that they are, therefore, different from the
pagans. Cyprian tells his audience (Cyprian, Mort. 13.10-13):

Hoc denique inter nos et ceteros interest qui Deum nesciunt, quod illi in adversis

queruntur et murmurant, nos adversa non avocant a virtutis et fidei veritate, sed

conprobant in dolore.

Finally, this is the difference between us and everyone else who does not know God, that

those people complain and murmur in adversity, while adversity does not call us away

from the truth of virtue and faith, but they prove us in pain.
It is in their silent endurance of pain, and the infection coursing through their bodies, that
Christians demonstrate their belief in God. In doing so, they acknowledge that they are not their
bodies, and that the various punishments which these fleshy objects endure do not affect their
true selves. Instead, they remain unharmed, occupying a space that is not immediately visible to
the external gaze but can be discerned by way of a close reading of the physical form.

For Cyprian, this endurance is best exemplified by Job, to whom “there is no one similar”
since he is a “human without complaint, honest, a worshipper of God.”?” After he lost his
property and his children had died, he then “was grievously tormented by ulcers and also worms;
he was not conquered but tested.”?*8 In refusing to speak against God or to lament his

misfortune, Job stands as the model Christian who endures earthly hardships with steadfast faith.

The visible symptoms of his suffering, his ulcers and infestation by worms, suggest the presence

27 non enim est similis illi quisquam in terris, homo sine querela, verus, Dei cultor, Cyprian, Mort. 10.13-14. In his
eponymous biblical book, Job is a wealthy individual whose piety and patience God tests. First taking away his
wealth, God then inflicts Job with a variety of sores and illness. Despite his misfortunes, Job remains faithful and
steadfast in his belief in God’s divine plan, and for this he is rewarded with more wealth and a long life.

38 [...) uulneribus quoque et uermibus grauiter adflictus non uictus est sed probatus [...], Cyprian, Mort. 10.1-3.
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of infectious pathogens within his body, yet for Cyprian, and ultimately for God, they signify
something different. These signs reveal the orientation of Job’s true self towards God and
Heaven. His infected body therefore becomes a kind of text for the external viewer, one that the
observer may read in order to discern Job’s true self hidden beneath the disordered surface of
disease.

Throughout his sermon, Cyprian is primarily concerned with how the individual is seen
responding to trials that are considered to have been sent by God, and how their response
ultimately serves as an indicator of their faith in the Christian deity. Within this concern we hear
echoes of the extant martyrdom literature from the third and fourth centuries. An act heavily
fixated on the corporeal, Christian martyrdom was a deed that one carried out with the intention
that their body, after the fact, would be read by both God and those still living—pagans and
Christians alike. As Elizabeth Castelli argues, “In the melodramatic literature of martyrdom, it is
clear that spectacle is foundational to the genre.”?*° For a brief example of this we can to turn to
the account of Marian and James, both whom were martyred, like Cyprian himself a year prior,
during Valerian’s order for sacrifice in 259 in Lambaesis (located in modern day Algeria).?4°

The narrative of Marian and James’ martyrdom, like the majority of our extant
hagiographical accounts, fixates the reader’s gaze onto the Christian body, instructing the reader
how best to read the bodies found within the text.?#! As the story goes, both Marian and James

were publicly led to prison, under the watchful gaze of the cheering crowd. It was during this

239 Castelli 1995: 10.

240 For a brief history of the manuscript tradition for the story of Marian and James, see Rebillard 2017: 175-176.
The text used is BHL 131.

241 In her own reading of the accounts of the martyrs, Clark argues that the “overt purpose of reading martyr-acts
was both to commemorate the suffering which the martyr had, with God’s help, endured, and to inspire the hearers
with resolution to follow the commands of God [...],” (Clark 1998: 105). For an engaging discussion of the
deliberate portrayal of early Christians as a group constantly persecuted, especially by Eusebius, see Moss 2013.
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procession that “they revealed that they themselves also were Christians by way of their freer
joy,” (se quoque Christianos esse liberiore gaudio prodiderunt).>*? Visibly inscribed on both of
their bodies, during a time of what should have been despair as they approached their inevitable
suffering and imminent death, was a “freer joy,” a joy that served as a symptom, a sign, of their
devotion to God. Here, written on their corporeal exterior, are indications of their true identity as
Christians, the internal peace that exists beneath the surface.
Once inside the prison James and Marian’s corporeal torture begins, and the narrator emphasizes
the dichotomy between both of their bodies and minds. He notes how Marian’s body, for
example, was stretched painfully in opposite directions and the amount of pain he endured. The
narrator then reveals how, in response (PMar 5.9-10):
[...] Marianus noster in Deum fidens quantum corpore, tantum et mente crescebat. Victa
denique feritate torquentium, rursus in carcerem de triumpho suo multum laetatus
includitur. Ibi cum lacobo et ceteris fratribus gaudium victoriae dominicae frequenti
oratione clebravit.
[...] our Marian, believing in God, grew stronger as much in his body as in his mind. In
the end, after the savagery of his torturers had been conquered, again he was locked up in
the prison, very happy in his triumph. There, with James and the rest of his brothers, he
celebrated the joy of the Lord’s victory with frequent prayer.
Here the visible strengthening of the corpus by way of believing in God, during this time of
persecution, signifies a simultaneous reinforcement of Marian’s mens, allowing that which is
reveals itself externally to illuminate what is occurring internally within the unseen realm. At the
same time, he also is perceptibly happy—another symptom that reveals that this individual is a

true Christian who understands that this life and physical form are only temporary, and that there

awaits for them “the joy of an eternal light” (gaudium lucis aeternae).”* Instead of complaints

242 PMar 4.9.

243 PMar 6.1.
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and despair, there is for both Marian and James joy and celebration as they are subjected to
physical tortures at the hands of their persecutors.

Just as the narrator of Marian and James’ martyrdom, Cyprian too conducts his own close
reading of the human body by cataloging in detail the symptoms experienced by those who have
fallen victim to the plague. He writes (Mort. 14.1-9):

Hoc quod nunc corporis vires solutus in fluxum venter eviscerat, quod in faucium vulnera

conceptus medullitus ignis exaestuat, quod adsiduo vomitu intestina quatiuntur, quod

oculi vi sanguinis inardescunt, quod quorundam vel pedes vel aliquae membrorum partes
contagio morbidae putredinis amputantur, quod per iacturas et damna corporum
prorumpente languore vel debilitatur incessus vel auditus obstruitur vel caecatur aspectus,
ad documentum proficit fidei. contra tot inpetus vastitatis et mortis inconcussis animi
virtutibus congredi quanta pectoris magnitudo est [...].

This contributes to the proof of faith: that now the bowels have loosened into a fluid and

weakens the strength of the body, that a fire that has been collected in the innermost part

breaks out into the wounds of the throats, that the intestines are being shaken by continual
vomiting, that the blood-shot eyes burn, that either the feet of certain people or some
parts of their limbs are amputated by the contagion of sickly putrefaction, that because of

a weakness developing through the losses and the injuries of the bodies, either the

walking is debilitated, or the hearing is impaired, or the sight is blinded. What greatness

of the heart it is to fight against so many attacks of destruction and death with the steady

virtues of the mind [...].
By way of this catalogue Cyprian reads the infected corporeal form from the outside-in, gazing
upon those symptoms which have appeared externally due to an internal infection. He
understands that the diarrhea has been caused by a loosening of the bowels, that the wounds on
the throat are the result of an internal heat. The vomiting occurs continuously when the intestines
are being shaken, the eyes are visibly bloodshot because they are burning, and that some have
amputated limbs due to the apparent spread of the untreated illness. Others have difficulty
walking, and can no longer hear or see as well as they once did. Here, Cyprian adopts the role of

the physician—observing, identifying, and interpreting the symptoms that have inscribed

themselves onto the flesh of the patient. His goal, however, is not physical healing, but instead
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moral discernment. For Cyprian each wound, lost limb, deteriorated sense, and instance of
purgation serves as a proof of faith, by means of which the patient’s true Christian identity is
made legible.

1.7. Conclusion

Cyprian and his writings stand at the intersection of medical thought and Christian theology. He
inherits, just as I argue Lactantius does in the next chapter, the Hippocratic and Galenic notion
that the body is a readable surface, that through the careful observation of symptoms, the
physician may discern the hidden processes of disease beneath the surface. Yet, Cyprian
reconfigures this diagnostic method for the purposes of spiritual care and discerning whether or
not someone truly has placed their faith in God. His attention to the individual’s reactions in
moments of both illness and corporeal torture—its fevers, swellings, wounds, and
deconfiguration—does not aim at restoring a physical equilibrium, but at exposing and
correcting the metaphysical imbalance.

By way of this Christianized medical gaze, Cyprian transforms these visible inscriptions
of suffering into signs of a divine diagnostic event where God tests and reveals the faith of his
people. Those who endure silently and without complaint, like Job and the martyrs Marian and
James, are shown to be spiritually strong; whereas those who lament the fragility of their bodies
and/or give into the torturous punishments inflicted by persecutors, betray their inner spiritual
sickness. In guiding his congregation to interpret suffering as revelatory, Cyprian positions
himself as both a physician and a spiritual leader. Ultimately, like the patients’ bodies in the
medical writings of Hippocrates and Galen, the Christian body becomes a text that can be read,
allowing for a new way of knowing the self and constructing identity—a method that blends

observation, diagnosis, and faith into a distinctly Christian mode of seeing.
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Lactantius, as I will argue in the next chapter, inherits this Christianized medical gaze
from Cyprian, whom he regarded as the only Christian writer “worthy of admiration.”*** Yet, in
doing so, Lactantius transforms Cyprian’s pastoral diagnosis into something more systematic and
philosophically ambitious. While the Carthaginian bishop reads the symptomatic body—the
feverish, wounded, and dying forms of plague victims—to discern the internal condition of
individuals already understood to be Christian, Lactantius begins instead with the asymptomatic
body. In Opif. Lactantius does not solely respond to crisis but constructs a theological
anthropology, teaching his reader how to see the body correctly so that they may understand their
own self as they exist within a corporeal vessel. This ideal body then becomes the evaluative
metric against which the grotesque, diseased bodies of the persecutors in De mort. pers. will be
measured. Cyprian’s mode of seeing therefore provides Lactantius with a crucial precedent, but
Lactantius elevates it from pastoral exhortation to systematic treatise—a form capable of

persuading even the pagan reader.

244 Lact., Div. inst. 5.1.28.
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Chapter 2: The (Healed) Body on Display

The body, as an appearing subject, is meant to be seen. In her Life of the Mind, Hannah
Arendt writes, “Nothing and nobody exists in this world whose very being does not presuppose a
spectator.”**® T showed in the previous chapter that this body—demanding to be viewed by the
external gaze—reveals, narrates, and communicates meaning even before words are spoken,
inviting its spectator to read its corporeal landscape. The visibility and communicative
capabilities of the body’s terrain become especially significant in moments of illness, pain, and
suffering; for in these moments symptoms of internal infections and the effects of lived
experience appear, manifesting either by way of physical responses to one’s environment, or
through wounds, scars, sores that form on the body’s skin.

By inscribing themselves onto the body’s terrain, these symptoms invite the external gaze
to penetrate the body’s interior and consider its interior realm. Symptoms disclose what lies
beneath the surface: the presence of pathogens, the array of emotions felt, and even the nature of
one’s true self. What these symptoms reveal, and how they relate to one’s body and sense of
personhood, however, is not immediately evident; instead, their significance and meaning are
rhetorically and culturally constructed, and ultimately grounded in pre-existing notions of the
body. “Personhood,” as Vorster argues, “should be constructed from a rhetoric of the body.”*%¢

This rhetoric constitutes a knowledge of the human form, a knowledge that must first
exist in order for one to correctly read and interpret the symptoms that have become visible on
the body’s flesh. According to the writer of Regimen I, for example, the Hippocratic physician

must understand the body and its various parts first in their original healthy state if they are to

245 Arendt 1978: 19. Emphasis in the original.
246 Vorster 2000: 103.
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effectively treat and restore them to their proper functioning once they becomes infected
(Hippocrates, Vic. 1.2):

i 8¢ d€iv OV péALoVTa OpODG cLYYPAPELY TEPT dlaitng AVOpOTIVIG TPATOV HEV TOVTOG

QUG AVOPMOTOL YVOVOL Kol dloryvdVoL yvdvol HEV amd Tiveov cuvéstnkey €5 apyig,

dtaryvdvol 8¢ VIO Tivev pep®dV KekpATNTOL €TE Yap TNV €€ ApYTic CLOTAGIY U] YVAOGCETAL,

60HvaTog EoTon T VT EKEIVOV YIVOUEVA YVAVOL EITE 1] YVOGETOL TO ETIKPAUTEOV £V TAD
oduaTL, 0UY IKavOg E0TOL TO GLUPEPOVTO TPOGEVEYKETV T AVOPOT®.

I say that it is necessary for the one likely to write correctly about the regimen suitable for a

human being first must come to know and discern the nature of the entire human; to know

from what components it has been established, and to know by what parts it is controlled.

For if he does not know the original, then he will not be able to know of their effects. If he

does not know the controlling element in the body, then he will be incapable of

administering suitable treatments to the human being.?*’
For symptoms to be understood and interpreted correctly, one must first know and understand the
asymptomatic body, the way in which the body exists in its natural state. This healthy, unharmed
body provides the ideal physical state to which the physician should strive to return his patient.

In his Opif., Lactantius puts this asymptomatic body on display, and, in doing so, he does
just as the Hippocratic physician recommends. In a moment when bodies were being marked
visibly by tortures and punishments to varying degrees in Nicomedia and elsewhere throughout the
Roman Empire, Lactantius directs his reader’s attention to the body in its original, untouched and
intact state. In this chapter I argue that Lactantius uses Opif. to teach his reader the nature of the
body in its ideal state, and therefore the proper way to understand the human form. By way of his
pedagogy, Lactantius positions this perfectly constructed body as a mirror to his reader—a mirror
addresses what it actually means for the body, and therefore the self, to endure painful torture and

punishments. This body in Opif., then, becomes a conceptual tool—a visible, tangible means by

which to explore and articulate the complexities of human nature and personhood. By way of this

247 My translation loosely follows that of Jones (trans.) 1931.
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presentation, he constructs a rhetoric of the body, and, in doing so, Lactantius threads together this
rhetoric of the body with an understanding of the self. He demonstrates how to use what is visible
as a means to see the invisible, and ultimately how to dig beneath this fleshy surface and extract the
person’s true identity.24®

At the opening of his treatise, Lactantius explicitly situates himself in this instructive role;
for here he informs his addressee, Demetrianus, that he has written this /ibellus “so that I may not
fail you as a teacher even now, and so that I may be a teacher of a more noble subject and better
doctrine.”?*° Lactantius as praeceptor, therefore, presides over the entirety of the treatise,
providing it with, what I consider to be, its fundamental didactic overtones. Seemingly endowed

with an ability to see the body correctly, and to articulate the correct interpretation of its parts,

Lactantius uses this anatomical examination to teach his reader how to do the same.2°

248 What I do not argue is that Lactantius constructs an entirely new and uniquely Christian identity. Many scholars
have traced thoroughly the formation of a Christian identity in the late Roman Empire, the formation of which took
place many years before Lactantius’ birth. Becker argues that, because Christians were seen by outsiders as a
distinct religious group, “the Christiani needed to shape a ‘communal history’ which helped them to identify
themselves in the socio-religious and political setting of the first century CE,” (Becker 2016: 153). She proceeds to
argue how a uniquely Christian identity took shape “along a narrative line,” arguing that historical narratives found
within the gospels effectively constructed a collective identity by way of literary memory (Becker 2016: 154-155).
Bennema, furthermore, argues that Christians already were seen by non-Christians as a group separate from the Jews
by the second century CE. Cf. Bennema 2015: 31. Baur (1878) founded an approach that prioritizes ethnic
differences between the Judean and non-Judean followers of Christ, or the Petrine and Pauline groups. See also
Moore 1921; Sanders 1977; Dunn 2006. Others have studied Christian identity through the lens of ideas concerning
correct theological belief, external social facts, and early Christian narrative production. Jacobs (2008) provides a
thorough overview of, and scholarly approaches to, the history of the relationship between Jews and Christians. For
an in-depth overview of the history of these scholarly approaches, see Baker 2011. In looking at primary sources, we
encounter Tacitus who, in his Annales, writes of how Nero famously blamed those who identified as Christian for
the fire in Rome in 64—a narrative in which the historian himself refers to Christianity as a “deadly superstition”
(exitiabilis superstitio) that originated in Judea, as part of Judaism, and then spread like an illness throughout the
entire capital (Tac., An. 15.44). Suetonius, in his biography of the same emperor, refers to Christians as “a kind of
people belonging to a new and wicked superstition” (genus hominum superstitionis novae ac maleficae, Suet., Ner.
16.2). Finally, in a letter to Trajan, Pliny the Younger expresses uncertainty as to how to punish individuals who
proclaim to be Christian—asking whether he should take into consideration their age, if they retract their statement
of belief, or if simply identifying as Christian provided enough reason for execution (Plin., Ep. 10.96).

249 [...] non deessem tibi praeceptor etiam nunc, sed honestioris rei meliorisque doctrinae, Lact., Opif. 1.1.

250 Lactantius fails to tell us how he has received this authority to teach another how to read and interpret the body.
Was this knowledge given to him by God? Does this knowledge come from his own careful study of bodies? Any
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To see correctly is of great importance, for seeing the body in the correct manner allows its
viewer to acquire a true understanding of human nature, of who the person truly is and from where
they originate. When bodies, specifically those of Christians, are being tortured and punished for
not participating Diocletian’s ordered sacrifice, this ability to understand the consequent marks that
appear on the body’s surface ultimately becomes all the more important. For, on the one hand, it
enables one to discern the Christian from the pagan. On the other, it articulates what it means for
the body to be visibly tortured in this way.

In Greek, vision and knowledge share in a semantic and morphological relationship.?®! To
see (10€1v) is to know (£idévar).?>? For one to claim knowledge of something, whatever it may be,
alludes to the way in which they perceive that ‘something’ to exist. In the Latin language this
relationship between acts of seeing and acts of knowing persists. The verb perspicere, for
example, has a primary meaning of “to look over or inspect thoroughly,” but it also has
transferred meanings of “to examine mentally,” and “to discern with the mind.”?> In the
passive voice, the verb “to see” (videre) regularly means “to seem,” which suggests the processes
of interpretation and understanding—mental activities that point to the knowledge that one has
acquired concerning a particular object or idea.?>* The verb cogitare, in addition to its primary

meaning of “to think,” is also used to denote one’s capacity “to foresee” the possibility of an

answer would be pure speculation, but I propose that this self-characterization serves as a subtle way for Lactantius
to position himself as a true Christian, someone who already has this fundamental knowledge of who he truly is.

21 Cf. Goldhill 1996: 20.
252 Cf. LSJ, dpéo 1L
233 OLD, perspicio 1b and 3b.

254 Ibid., video 21 and 22.
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occurrence, and “to picture” the essence of something with the mind’s eye.?*> Lactantius’ own
presentation and examination of the human form consistently conflate acts of seeing, thinking,
and understanding. For, by its very nature as a piece of text that is to be read, Lactantius’ Opif.
requires its reader to visualize, with their mind’s eye, the body of which he writes, and it is this
act of visualization that allows the reader to think about and understand the treatise’s subject. As
a result, this particular corpus exists entirely as an object of the reader’s own inner sight, and

these acts of seeing, of visualizing, serve as critical pathways to knowledge and understanding.
2.1. Body as Vessel

On display for the reader Lactantius puts just one body. Lactantius therefore suggests that the
corporeal form in which and by which all individuals come to exist is the same—constructed by
the same divine creator and with the same arrangement and function of parts. This body is a
vessel, a physical, mortal container that holds within its walls the true, immortal self. As he
explains (Lact., Opif. 1.11):

vas est enim quodammodo fictile quo animus id est homo ipse verus continetur, et
quidem non a Prometheo fictum, ut poetae locuntur, sed a summon illo rerum conditore
atque artifice deo, cuius divinam providentiam perfectissimamque virtutem nec sensu
comprehendere nec verbo enarrare possibile est. temptabo tamen, quoniam corporis et
animi facta mentio est, utriusque rationem, quantum pusillitas intellegentiaec meae
pervidet, explicare.

For [the body] is a vessel of sorts, made of earthen material, in which the mind, that is the
true human being itself, is contained, and indeed it has not been made by Prometheus, as
the poets say, but by God, that highest creator and architect of things, whose divine
providence and most perfect virtue it is possible neither to comprehend by means of our
understanding nor to describe with our words. Nevertheless, since mention has been
made of the body and the mind, I will attempt to explain the structure of each one, insofar
as the meagerness of my intelligence comprehends.

25 OLD, cogito 1,7, and 9.
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The body, according to Lactantius, is nothing more than a container, one that can be broken and
shattered—a fragile object whose exterior can be punctured, scratched, and cut. Most
importantly it is not the self but something wholly separate. It therefore cannot be equated to the
animus, the true human being (homo verus), but instead it simply serves as the container by
means of which the person comes to exist within the physical world.?>

This homo verus, as Lactantius presents it, is labeled as neither Christian or pagan nor
male or female. Instead, it simply comes to be as the true essence of the person.?’’” Lactantius’
description of the homo as verus is puzzling, an oddity that previously has been discussed,
because he does not consistently use this descriptor in either Opif. or his other writings. As Perrin
notes, “L’affirmation explicite que I’ame représente ’homme vrai est donc rare chez Lactance,
par rapport aux autres definitions.”?® In fact, the only other time he uses this noun-adjective
combination occurs in Book 7 of Div. inst., specifically when he asserts that “the true human is
fashioned by the great word [of God] on the sixth day, that is, the holy people are shaped for
justice by the doctrine and precepts of God.”?*® Here God’s word (verbo) constructs the homo

verus, whereas, just prior, Lactantius writes of how the human, here not qualified with the

256 A brief note must be made about terminology. Throughout this chapter I use the word “mind” and their Latin
equivalents interchangeably. This practice closely follows that of Lactantius, who uses animus and mens as
synonyms throughout his writings. For a detailed discussion of this interchangeability as it occurs in Opif., see
Perrin 1981: 231-251. As Perrin concludes, the terms which Lactantius uses to refert to the mind and its “faculties”
lack a “fixed meaning” in his works; instead, “these terms acquire precision in their particular context, which it will
therefore be appropriate to examine carefully in each occurrence,” (Perrin 1981: 236, my translation).

257 Plato makes a similar association in his Alcibiades when he has Socrates, in speaking with his eponymous
interlocutor, propose that the human (§v8pwmog), since it is not its body (c®dpa), is nothing else other than its yoyr.
Cf. Plato, Alc. 130c-d. Also see Cicero, Tusc. 1.52.

258 Perrin 1981: 381. For me the rarity of Lactantius’ references to the #omo as verus makes sense, since, in order to
speak of it, he only needs to speak of the animus due to his understanding of them being one and the same thing.
Throughout his writings he frequently discusses the animus, and therefore he also points to the somo verus.

259 [...] sexto die magno verus homo verbo dei fingitur, id est sanctus populus doctrina et praeceptis dei ad
iustitiam figuratur, Div. inst. 7.14.13.
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adjective verus, was fashioned from the earth.?®’ This echoes his argument in Book 2 where, in
talking about God’s creation of animals and humans, Lactantius writes of how the Christian deity
“crafted the human being from the mud of the earth; from where the human has received its
name, since it has been created from the ground.”?%!

Lactantius therefore seems to differentiate, to some degree, between the “true human”
and the “human,” the homo verus and the homo, in such a way that associates the former more
closely with the immortal and divine realm, and the latter with mortal, earthly matter. I propose
that this tension centers around sight, what visibly and tangibly exists within the physical world
with what is unseen and exists solely within the container that is the body. The homo verus qua
animus, as Lactantius informs his reader, is contained (continetur) within a corporeal vas, one
“made from earthen material” (fictile).?* Once the viewer understands this, the existence of the
body then signals that of the human; yet the human’s true self, the homo verus, still resides within
and, therefore, remains concealed and hidden from view.

In speaking of the body as a container, Lactantius situates himself within a longstanding
literary tradition that considers the human form as a vessel. In his Phaedo, for example, Plato
writes of how the soul (yoyn) is “absolutely bound up in the body” (dteyvdg dradedepévmy &v Td
oopoatt) and is forced to look out through its porous terrain “as if through prison bars” (domnep S
).263

glpyprod In the Latin tradition, Cicero employs this containment motif in his Tusculan

Disputations, where, in writing about the nature of the animus, he states, “For indeed the body

260 Cf. [...] figuratio terreni hominis [...], Lact., Div. inst. 7.14.13.

261 [ ] hominem figuravit ex limo terrae; unde homo nuncupatus est, quod sit fictus ex humo, Lact., Div. inst.

2.10.3.
262 Lact., Opif. 1.11.

263 P1., Phd. 82e. Also see Pl., Tim. 73d.
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exists as if a vessel, or as some receptacle for the mind.”*%* Lucretius too identifies the corpus as a
vas in Book 3 of his De rerum natura.?®> Seneca, in contrast, presents a slightly modified
understanding of this containment motif; for, in his consolation to Marcia he asks, “What is a
human?”2%¢ In his response, Seneca correlates the homo with the vas, and upon asking this same
question a second time, he explains that it is a “body, weak and fragile, naked, [and] unarmed in its
natural state.”?%” Within this vessel, though, is the animus which, as Seneca informs Lucilius in his
ninety-second epistle, exists as an entity that departs from its earthly receptaculum upon the body’s
death.2%® Seneca equates this “receptacle” with the homo, and the homo verus as discussed above—
where the former more closely signifies the mortal and physical presence of the person, and the
latter the true self.2%° In his engagement with this tradition, Lactantius adopts and adapts the
containment motif in order to suit his own theological, philosophical, and literary aims, which
allows him to reinterpret these pagan philosophical ideas in his construction of a Christian
anthropology.

In differentiating between the homo and the homo verus, Lactantius carries out a rhetorical
maneuver that attempts to bridge the gap between the visible, corporeal world and the unseen,
divine realm; and this distinction carries with it interesting implications for his understanding of

the relationship between corporality and the truth of the self. Lactantius, however, recognizes and

264 Nam corpus quidem quasi vas est aut aliquod animi receptaculum, Tusc. 1.54.

265 Cf. Lucr. 3.440, 555.

266 OQuid est homo? Sen., Ad Marciam 11.3.

267 Imbecillum corpus et fragile, nudum, suapte natura inerme | ...], Sen., Ad Marciam 11.3.
268 Cf. Sen., Ep. 92.34.

269 For discussions of the body as a container of sorts in the Christian tradition, see Il Cor. 4:6-7; 1 Thess. 4:4-5;
Herm. 5.1.2; Tert., An. 40.2; Res. 16.3-4, 11-12.
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admits to the fact that he himself does not possess absolute knowledge of the nature of the true self.
As he states in the passage above, he can explain “the nature” (rationem) of both the “body and the
mind” (corporis et animi) only “to the extent that the meagerness of my intelligence
comprehends.” He then directly addresses his reader/addressee by writing (Lact., Opif. 1.15):

Forsitan reprenhendas quod in rebus obscuris coner aliquid disputare, cum videas tanta
temeritate homines extitisse, qui uulgo philosophi nominantur, ut ea quae abstrusa prorsus
atque abdita deus esse voluit, scrutarentur ac naturam rerum caelestium terrenarumque
conquirerent, quae a nobis longe remotae neque oculis contrectari neque tangi manu neque
percipi sensibus possunt: et tamen de illarum omnium ratione sic disputant ut ea quae
adferunt probata et cognita videri velint.

Perhaps you will criticize the fact that I am attempting to explain something in obscure
terms, since you see that men, who commonly are called philosophers, have emerged with
such thoughtlessness that they investigate these things which God wanted to be absolutely
hidden and concealed, and they search for the nature of things divine and earthly; those
things which, because they have been removed so far away from us, they are able to be
neither examined with [our] eyes, nor touched with [our] hand, nor perceived by [our]
senses: and nevertheless they still talk about the nature of all of those things, with the result
that they want those things which they present to seem proven and known.
Unlike those others who are referred to as philosophers, Lactantius will refrain from speaking
about the nature of the animus with definitive certainty, and certainly not in a way that insinuates
that its nature can be known absolutely. For “those things which are of the mind can neither be
subjected to the eyes nor comprehended.”’° Lactantius stresses this point once more in Opif.’s
concluding chapters, where he states that “the human being itself can neither be touched, nor seen,
nor understood, because it lies hidden within this which is seen.””?”!
Nevertheless, Lactantius attempts to explicate this nature to the best of his ability, and in

doing so he suggests that this knowledge is important for one to live properly. In his very act of

writing Opif-., he therefore, privileges and prioritizes the search for, and the construction of a

270 (... nam illa quae sunt animi, nec subici oculis nec conprehendi queunt, Lact., Opif. 4.24.

2V Nam ipse homo neque tangi neque aspici conprehendi potest, quia latet intra hoc quod videtur, Lact., Opif. 19.9.
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working understanding concerning the true self, however fragmentary and incomplete it ultimately
may be. The requirement is that, when seeking out this knowledge, the subject first identifies and
understands themselves to be an entity that exists as something separate from the body, the object
by which they navigate physical space. Therefore, only when they make this distinction can they
begin to piece together the truth and meaning of their existence within the world.?’? For this reason,
Lactantius opens Opif. by immediately establishing that the true self exists as wholly separate from
the body it inhabits, namely that the animus qua homo verus is its own entity contained within its
corporeal vas. By positioning this argument at the opening of his treatise, Lactantius allows it to

frame the entirety of Opif. and the corporeal examination that follows.
2.2. From Body to Self to God

This distinction between the self and the body proves pertinent to Lactantius’ larger ideological
framework. In Div. inst., for instance, he continues to emphasize this argument by reminding his

reader (Lact., Div. inst. 2.3.8):

Hoc enim quod oculis subiectum est non homo, sed hominis receptaculum est: cuius
qualitas et figura non ex liniamentis vasculi quo continetur, sed ex factis ac moribus
pervidetur.

For this thing, which has been exposed to the eyes, is not the human being, but a receptacle
of the human: whose quality and nature are not seen from the features of the small vessel in
which it is contained, but from [the human’s] actions and character.

272 Apparent in Lactantius’ Opif. is its demands for self-reflection. The philosopher Gabriel Marcel provides a useful
framework with which to think about the self-reflexive nature of Lactantius’ work. In his work Le Mystere de [ 'Etre
Vol. I, Marcel argues that, in one’s attempt to understand a “metaphysics of the human condition,” one must ask:
“Who, or what, am 1?7 (ME, I, 141, trans. Zaner). Richard Zaner reads this as suggesting that in constructing a
“philosophical anthropology, [...] precisely what must be investigated is inseparable from the one doing the
investigating [...]” (Zaner 1971: 4). Returning to Lactantius, neither him nor the reader carrying out this act of
construction alongside him, can refrain from inserting themselves into their own attempt at understanding the human
being’s metaphysical nature. In examining the body’s exterior and interior, and in searching for understanding,
Lactantius and his reader, therefore, examine their own corpus and true essence—actively interpolating themselves
into their individual quests for understanding.

91



The physical features of the seen body do not indicate the embodied person’s true nature, a fact
that underscores the importance of understanding the self to be separate from the physical form.
For the body’s corporeal landscape does not reveal the nature of the true self but merely affirms its
existence within its fleshy container. Here Lactantius echoes Scipio, in Book VI of Cicero’s
Republic, where the latter reminds his interlocutor “For you are not that person whom that very
outward appearance shows, but the mind of whoever that person is, not that physical figure which
can be pointed at with a finger.”?”? Instead, it is the person’s “actions and character” that reveals
the nature of who they truly are, specifically at the moment when what they do and how they act
becomes visibly inscribed onto the body’s terrain.

Despite its containment within the body and the fact that it exists tucked away from sight
and touch, Lactantius transforms the self into something visible—something that can be examined
and studied. To accomplish this, however, Lactantius is forced to rely on that which can be most
immediately seen, specifically the physical form. Therefore, no matter how independent from one
another the self and the body are, Lactantius can never fully divorce the animus from the corpus.
According to Fraisse, “La subordination du corps a I’ame sert d’introduction a I’exposé de la
structure du corps qui ne peut étre séparé des grandes questions philosophiques sur I’ame.”?’* Any
understanding of the self, therefore, requires the existence of the body, regardless of their being
two separate entities and the latter being subordinated to the former. Without the physical body, the
self fails to come to be within the world. Consequently, according to Mark Johnson, “[t]he locus of

what and who we are is embodied,” which requires a definition of the self to be constructed in

273 nec enim tu is es quem forma ista declarat, sed mens cuiusque is est quisque, non ea figura quae digito demonstrari
potest, Cic., Rep. 6.24.

274 Fraisse 2007: 63.
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terms of a definition of the body.?’*> From a phenomenological perspective, the body is more than a
simple object within the world, but instead a fundamental aspect of our being. For instance, in his
Phenomenology of Perception Maurice Merleau-Ponty understands the human form as “our
anchorage in a world,” and therefore it serves as the means by which we experience the world
around us.?’® When the self no longer inhabits a body, no longer does it exist within the world and
partake in worldly things.

Yet, for Lactantius, the significance of the asymptomatic body lies not in its role as the
foundation of human experience but instead in what it reveals about the Christian deity. Lactantius’
rhetoric in Opif. would have his reader think that the body is only important in so far as it signals
the existence of its divine creator. As Lactantius argues early in his treatise, the human form,
especially when compared to those of animals, visibly and functionally appears weaker; for it has
not been equipped with external defenses. He writes (Lact., Opif. 2.9):

Hominem vero quoniam aeternum animal atque immortale fingebat, non forinsecus ut

cetera, sed interius armavit; nec munimentum eius in corpore, sed in animo posuit,

quoniam superuacuum fuit, cum illi quod erat maximum tribuisset, corporalibus eum tegere
munimentis, cum praesertim pulchritudinem humani corporis inpedirent.

But because [God] fashioned the human being as an eternal and immortal animal, he armed

it not externally as the others, but internally; nor did he place its protections on its body, but

in its mind, since it was superfluous to cover the human with bodily defenses after he had
attributed to them that which was greatest, and because it especially would impede the
beauty of the human form.
In this comparative passage Lactantius underscores the fragility of the corpus, a fragility that he
argues is inherent to the human form because God did not equip it with external fortifications. This

is because, instead, he “fashioned” (fingebat) humans as “eternal” (aeternum) and “immortal”

(immortale)—protections that exist not in corpore but in animo. Lactantius’ language here is

275 Johnson 2008: 167.
276 Merleau-Ponty 2014: 146.
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puzzling and challenges our understanding of what he means when he speaks of the true self.
Earlier we witnessed how, in Opif.’s first chapter, Lactantius distinguishes between the #omo and
the homo verus, and, as argued above, he associates the former more closely with the body and the
latter with the mind. Here, however, it is the human, not qualified by verus, that God has made
both eternal and immortal—two important characteristics that do not physically manifest on the
body, but that God has tucked away within the animus. The human about which Lactantius writes
in this passage, therefore, seems to more closely align with his understanding and conception of the
mind, in so far as the animus is that which God has granted immortality. Lactantius, therefore,
complicates his own ideological framework; for he blurs the distinction between homo and homo
verus by way of ascribing immortality to the human without specific qualification.

Not only does this passage complicate Lactantius’ distinction between the person and the
true self, it also underscores the centrality of the dichotomy between interior and exterior space to
Lactantius’ anthropological thought. As he states above, the human form differs in appearance
from other animals because it lacks external, and therefore visible, means of protection against
environmental elements and potential hazards. This argument points the reader back to the opening
of Opif.’s second chapter, where Lactantius explains (Lact., Opif. 2.1-3):

Dedit enim homini artifex ille noster ac parens deus sensum atque rationem, ut ex eo

appareret nos ab eo esse generatos, qui ipse intellegentia, ipse sensus ac ratio est. Ceteris

animantibus quoniam rationalem istam vim non attribuit, quemadmodum tamen vita earum
tutior esset ante providit.

For that creator, and our parent God, gave to the human sense and reason, so that from this

it would become apparent that we were born from him, this very one who is intelligence,

sense, and reason. Although he did not attribute to those other living things that rational
faculty, nevertheless he foresaw beforehand in what way their life would be more
protected.

Lactantius goes on to explain that the bodies of other animals have been covered with fur, or

provided with defensive weapons such as horns, spikes, and sharp teeth. There are others that God
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has equipped with speed or those who can use their wings to fly away from danger. These
defenses, unlike those of the human, are located on the exterior of the animals’ bodies. The human
body, in contrast, is weak and unarmed against all external danger. This is because, as Lactantius
notes in 2.9, the human’s defenses exist internally—specifically, by way of the sensus and ratio
given by God. For Lactantius this ontological connection with God serves as a fundamental point
of differentiation between humans and animals.?”” This is precisely why humans, in contrast, are
born “naked and unarmed” (nudum et inermem).2’® Because their divine creator has equipped them
internally with sensus and ratio, external defenses not only are superfluous but also detract from

the body’s beautiful aesthetic.

2.3. Mind as Container

What has yet to be given the attention it deserves, however, is Lactantius’ rhetoric surrounding the
location of these munimenta within the body. As Lactantius states, these defenses are not located
“on the body” (in corpore) but “in the mind” (in animo), rhetoric that suggests a sort of parallelism
between the body and the mind in terms of their physical nature. For just as the corpus serves as a
container for the animus, so too is the mind an entity in which things can be contained. Across his
works Lactantius refers explicitly to space within the mind only a handful of times. In the first
book of Div. inst., he asks Cicero if he understands that “vices will intrude upon virtues”
(inrumpant vitia cum virtutibus) since all things that are bad “are more powerful in the minds of

humans” (in animis hominum potentiora sunt).>’® In Book 3 he argues that day-to-day experiences

277 For a discussion of the Platonic and Senecan ideas concerning the human’s connection with its divine creator, see
Bakhouche and Luciani 2009: 192, note 34.

278 Lact., Opif. 3.1.
279 Lact., Div. inst. 1.20.17.

95



reveal the power that God’s precepts hold “in the minds of humans” (in animis hominum).**°

Alongside God’s commandments, Lactantius writes in Book 5 of how the entirety of the Christian
religion is located “in the mind of the one worshipping” (in animo colentis), and in Book 6, by
using a construction that echoes that found in Opif. 2.9, Lactantius reminds his reader that the
“rationale of heaven is located in the mind, whereas that of the earth is located in the body” (caeli
ratio in animo, terrae autem in corpore est).>8!

By placing religio within the animus, Lactantius seems to suggest that religion,
specifically Christianity, is an inherent component of the person and of one’s true self. For if it
exists inside the mind, it then exists within the homo verus. This would then allow Lactantius to
fashion the new Christian religion and the true self as two inherently connected entities. In fact,
we find support for this argument in Book 3 of Div. inst., where he argues that the entirety of the
human’s purpose “must be placed in the mind alone” (in sola mente ponenda hominis ratio).**?
He later expands on this statement by indirectly asking “for what other reason is there for life, for
this manner in which we have been born, if not to have knowledge of God who bore us, and to
have a devout and faithful adoration of him” (quapropter nihil est aliut in vita quo ratio, quo
condicio nostra nitatur, nisi dei qui nos genuit agnitio et religiosus ac pius cultus).?**> To be

ignorant of this purpose actually dehumanizes the human being, “because if anyone should not

know their own purpose, they are not even a human being” (quia si quis rationem sui nesciat, ne

280 Lact., Div. inst. 3.26.3.
281 Ibid. 5.19.30; 6.1.10. Also see 6.24.4.
282 Ibid. 3.9.13.

283328.1.
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homo sit quidem).?®* The religio, and therefore the human’s purpose in existing, already exists
within the self if only they can uncover that knowledge.

Even more interesting is how, later in Book 6, Lactantius turns to a discussion of God as
healer and argues that people, in order to receive that healing, should “open [their] mind and drain
out the diseases by means of wounds that have been reopened” (aperire animum et perniciem
rescissis vulneribus effundere).*®> Not only can things be poured from the mind, but so too can
things flow into it. At the opening of Div. inst.’s first book, for instance, Lactantius states that truth
“must be elucidated and asserted in a certain manner” (inlustranda et quodammodo adserenda est),
specifically with clarity and elegance ““so that it flows more powerfully into minds” (uf potentius in
animos influar).?*° Similarly in De ira Dei, Lactantius writes of the time when anger forces “into
someone’s mind” (in animum cuiusque), and how these feelings of being enraged alter its
functioning.?®’

In both Opif. 2.9, and in all the aforementioned examples, Lactantius employs rhetoric that
actively transforms the animus into a vessel, a container in which religio, sensus, and ratio all
reside, out of which evils and sickness must be drained, and into which truth and anger move. This
rhetorical imagery, however, is not entirely unique to Lactantius. For example, in a letter to his
friend Donatus, Cyprian recounts his life prior to his conversion to Christianity. In the letter’s
fourth section, Cyprian writes of how God has “poured into our minds” (in mentes nostras |...]
influxit), employing a liquid metaphor that presents the mind as a container into which divine grace

flows. Further reinforcing this spatial conceptualization, he writes of God’s presence “in the

284 Lact., Div. inst. 3.9.5.

285 Ibid. 6.24.21.

286 Ibid. 1.1.10. For an additional example see Lact., Epitome 56.6.
287 Lact., De ira Dei 5.3.
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lodging of a rejoicing mind” (in animi oblectantis hospitio), where God himself serves as a source
of protection against the enemy who can “creep in” (obrepar) once more.?®® This imagery suggests
that the animus not only is a vessel that can be filled, but a dwelling place in which its divine
creator can reside and offer protection. Tertullian too, in his De spectaculis, employs spatial and
container-like imagery. Here he reassures his reader that pleasurable and enjoyable sights and
sounds do not “hinder religion in the mind” (obstrepere religioni in animo).**® While here the
animus functions as a place in which religious devotion might be prevented, Tertullian’s phrasing
also implies a permeability of the mind, which can either be fortified or disturbed by external
influences.

We know from Lactantius himself that he was a reader of both Cyprian and Tertullian. In
Book 5 of Div. inst., Lactantius argues that pagans do not trust Christian scriptura because they
have been written in “common and simplistic speech” (communi ac simplici sermone). These texts,
therefore, “are despised by those who do not want to listen or read anything unless it has been
polished and eloquent.”?*® Because these texts are rhetorically pleasing neither to the listener nor to
the reader, they are considered untrue.?*! Even though Tertullian came to their defense, he
nevertheless was unsuccessful since his rhetoric was “equally simple, less elegant, and too

obscure.”?*? Of the two, the only one worthy of note is Cyprian, who, according to Lactantius,

288 Cyprian, Ad Donatum 4.75.
289 Tertullian, De spect. 1.9.

20 contemnuntur itaque ab iis qui nihil audire vel legere nisi expolitum ac disertum volunt [...], Lact., Div. inst.
5.1.15.

21 Ibid. 5.1.17.

221...] in eloquendo parum facilis et minus comptus et multum obscurus fuit, Lact., Div. inst. 5.1.23.
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“wrote many things in his time that were worthy of admiration.”?** What Cyprian does not do,
however, is appeal to those who are not already Christian.?** Although written after Opif., it is clear
from these statements in Div. inst. that Lactantius considers himself to be doing something
different from that attempted by both Tertullian and Cyprian, that he is writing in a way that is
eloquent, polished, and, most importantly, rhetorically enjoyable to non-Christians and the learned
mind.

I make note of Lactantius’ position on the writings of Tertullian and Cyprian because, in
Opif., when Lactantius reifies the animus into a physical container in which the human being’s
munimenta reside, he is not simply echoing the imagery he inherited from his predecessors, but
instead he transforms it into a tool of persuasion aimed at the educated elite in his attempt to
elevate Christian discourse to a level that rivals, and even surpasses, pagan intellectual traditions.
In doing so, he presents Christianity not as an anti-intellectual faith, but instead as a system of
thought capable of appealing to reason, eloquence, and the refined literary tastes of his pagan
readers.

Furthermore, another unique feature of Lactantius’ references to this metaphorical space
within the animus is the corporeal dimension his rhetoric then ascribes to it. He writes of the mind
in such a way that maps onto the way in which he writes of the body, and in doing so he
rhetorically constructs a vessel that is structurally analogous to the human form. Just like the body
serves as the container that holds the true self, so too does the true self act as a container for those
distinctly human characteristics. In Metaphors We Live By, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson write

that, by identifying “our experiences as entities or substances, we can refer to them, categorize

293 [...] multa conscripsit in suo genere miranda, Lact., Div. inst. 5.1.24.

294 Cf. Lact., Div. inst. 5.1.26.
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them, group them, and quantify them—and, by this means, reason about them.”?**> Lactantius, in a
similar way, defines the animus in corporeal terms as a method by which to “reason about” its
nature that, nevertheless, he knows is impossible to fully comprehend. As a result, he rhetorically
transforms the animus into a material object that both takes up and encloses space within itself.
Hannah Arendt’s account of how the immaterial becomes material also provides a useful
framework for understanding what Lactantius accomplishes. In 7he Human Condition, she argues
(Arendt 2018: 95):
In order to become worldly things, that is, deeds and facts and events and patterns of
thoughts or ideas, they must first be seen, heard, and remembered and then transformed,
reified as it were, into things—into sayings of poetry, the written page or the printed
book, into paintings or sculpture, into all sorts of records, documents, and monuments.
Lactantius performs a similar operation by way of materializing the animus through corporeal
metaphors. As a result, he enables his reader to “see” the otherwise invisible mind, ultimately

translating this concealed, internal object, into something that can be apprehended and reasoned
about.

2.4. Mind, Movement, and Space

This understanding, as Lactantius has already argued, has its limits. There are many things, he
reminds his reader, that exist “in the body, about which no one, except the one who made them, is
able to understand their power and nature.”?”® Therefore, a limit exists to the knowledge that a
person can have, a boundary that has been put in place a which human knowledge cannot surpass.
Lactantius reiterates this in Div. inst., where he argues that, “when God revealed the truth to the

human being, he wanted us to know only those things which were important for the human to

295 T akoff and Johnson 1980: 25.

296 [...] in corpore quorum vim rationemque perspicere nemo nisi qui fecit potest, Lact., Opif. 14.1. Also see 15.5.
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know for living in a suitable manner.”?°7 These statements, therefore, allow Lactantius to
distinguish and distance both himself and his work from his pagan predecessors; for, in his act of
not knowing, of not having absolute knowledge about those things which cannot been seen or
touched, he subtly establishes that he does know the intentions and desires of God. As a result,
Lactantius presents himself as someone who paradoxically knows and does not know.2®

Despite the inevitable limits to his knowledge, Lactantius nevertheless renders the animus
a tangible, material object— one able to be examined and studied for the purposes of acquiring a
more nuanced understanding of the self. To do this, he employs language of containment that
prompts the reader to contemplate the animus as a container in a way that mimics the human form
as a vas. If we, as readers of the text, are to consider the mind as a sort-of vessel, that would then
require the mind to be located at a specific location within the body. Lactantius in fact takes up this
very problem in Opif.’s sixteenth and eighteenth chapter, where he discusses the mind’s seeming
mobility within its corporeal container.

Lactantius frames his examination of the mind’s mobility in Chapter 16 with a brief
doxographical account of past theories—a traditional rhetorical technique that prepares the reader
for the enumeration of the author’s own view.2?*® He opens the sixteenth chapter by asking (Lact.,
Opif. 16.1-2):

Mentis quoque rationem incomprehensibilem esse quis nesciat nisi qui omnino illam non

habet, cum ipsa mens quo loco sit aut cuiusmodi nesciatur? Varia ergo a philosophis de

natura eius ac loco disputata sunt. At ego non dissimulabo quid ipse sentiam, non quia sic

esse adfirmem, quod est insipientis in re dubia facere, sed ut exposita rei difficultate
intellegas quanta sit diuinorum operum magnitudo.

27 1[...] cum aperiret homini veritatem deus, ea sola scire nos voluit quae interfuit hominem scire ad vitam

consequendam, Lact., Div. inst. 2.8.70.

298 In discussing “la visée protreptique d’un ouvrage,” Bakhouche and Luciani discuss how Lactantius distinguishes
his work by way of “une réception éclectique de la culture antique et par une distance et une volenté affirmée
d’originalité par rapport a la tradition philosophique” (Bakhouche and Luciani 2007: 8).

299 Cf. Bakhouche and Luciani 2009: 46-47.
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Who does not know that the nature of the mind also is incomprehensible (he who does not
have that mind at all), since it is not known in what location the mind itself is or of what
sort it is? Therefore, various theories have been discussed by philosophers concerning its
nature and in what location it exists. But I will not conceal what I myself think, not because
I affirm that it is so, since it is foolish to do so about a doubtful matter, but so that, after the
difficulty of the topic has been discussed, you understand how great the extent of the divine
works is.

From here, he goes on to first refute the Stoic argument that the mind resides in the chest (in
pectore), but that it does not make sense for the mind to be located in such an “obscure and dark
dwelling place” (in obscuro ac tenebroso habitaculo) when it is involved in “such a great light of
reason and intelligence” (in tanta rationis atque intellegentiae).’*® The theory of the Platonists, on
the other hand, seems more palpable since they argue that the mind has its primary residence in the
head, a location that would allow the mind to be closer in proximity to the senses.*’!
Lactantius uses this Platonist idea as a jumping off point for the presentation of his own
hypothesis (Lact., Opif. 16.6):
Hi vero aut non multum aut fortasse non errant, videtur enim mens, quae dominatum
corporis tenet, in summo capite constituta tamquam in caelo deus, sed cum in aliqua sit
cogitatione, commeare ad pectus et quasi ad secretum aliquod penetrale secedere, ut
consilium tamquam ex thesauro recondito eliciat ac proferat|.]
But these philosophers are not entirely wrong, or perhaps they are not wrong at all. For, it
seems that the mind, which holds complete control of the body, has been established in the
highest part of the head, just as God in heaven; but when it is engaged in some thought, it
seems to move to the chest, and to withdraw into its innermost depth, so that it may elicit
and bring forth an understanding as from a concealed treasury[.]*%

The foundation upon which Lactantius constructs Opif. is the unknowability both of God’s nature

and that of the true self, since those things which can neither be seen nor touched cannot be known

300 T act., Opif. 16.3.
301 Cf. Ibid. 16.4-5.

302 For my translation of consilium as “understanding,” see OLD 8. In Book 11l of De rerum natura, Lucretius uses
consilium in a similar manner when he speaks about the “understanding of the mind” (consilium animi, 3.450).
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with certainty. Therefore, instead of writing hard-and-fast truths like the Stoics and the Platonists,
here he rhetorically presents his own theory as something that only “seems” (videtur) to be true.
Interestingly, however, this is not the method he employs in Chapter 8. For, when talking about the
differences between human beings and all other living creatures, he definitively locates the
human’s “nearly-divine mind” (prope divina mens) “in the highest part of the head [...] as ifon a
lofty summit” (in summo capite [...] tamquam in arce sublimi).*** From this vantage point, the
mind “examines and looks upon all things” (speculatur omnia et contuetur).3** The mind does not
“seem” to be in the top most part of the head, and it does not “seem” to look out upon all those
things placed before it. Instead Lactantius writes in the indicative as if stating an indisputable fact.
In Chapter 16, however, he must resist such certainty and demonstrate an air of epistemological
humility. This hesitance, as put forth in 16.6, therefore, serves as a means by which to further
differentiate himself from those “who do not have a mind at all.” For Lactantius, then, it is not
enough to know of the mind’s existence within the body, but one must also think and talk about it
in the proper way.

Lactantius very much has a mind, which may or may not be located in his head, and which
may or may not, when in engaged in thought, move down and into the inner most depths of his
chest for the purpose of acquiring an understanding of that which it sees. As he remarks, this is
something that is inherently remarkable (Lact., Opif. 16.8):

Id vero sive ita est, admirandum profecto est quomodo id fiat, cum ad pectus a cerebro

nullum iter pateat, sin autem non est ita, tamen nihilo minus admirandum est quod divina

nescio qua ratione fiat ut ita esse videatur.

But whether this is the case, it certainly is remarkable in what way it happens, since no
pathway extends from the brain to the chest; or even if that is not the case, nevertheless it is

303 Lact., Opif. 8.3.
304 Ibid.
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no less remarkable that it seems to happen in this way, although I do not know by means of
what divine reason it happens.

Once again Lactantius makes it known that he, unlike those other philosophers, will refrain from
claiming that he knows definitively those things which cannot possibly be known. Here, however,
his emphasis rests not on his lack of knowledge concerning the movement of the mind, but instead
on not knowing why it moves in this way. In fact, another remarkable aspect is how it moves even
when asleep (Lact., Opif. 16.9):
An potest aliquis non admirari quod sensus ille vivus atque caelestis qui mens vel animus
nuncupatur, tantae mobilitatis est ut ne tum quidem, cum sopitus est, conquiescat, tantae
celeritatis ut uno temporis puncto caclum omne conlustret, si velit, maria pervolet, terras et
urbes peragret, omnia denique quae libuerit, quamvis longe lateque submota sint, in
conspectu sibi ipse constituat?39
Or is anyone unable to admire that that living and celestial sense, which is called the mens
or the animus, is of such great mobility that it does not even rest when it sleeps, and that it
is of such great speed that, in a single moment of time, it traverses the entirety of the sky, if
it should wish, and it flies over the seas, and it travels over all the lands and cities? Finally,
is anyone unable to admire that it places before its own gaze all those things which it
pleases, regardless of how far or wide they have been removed?
By way of dreaming, Lactantius affords the divine-like mind an omnipotence reminiscent of God’s
own believed presence in all locations at all times. In moving throughout the dreams, it therefore
moves throughout space not immediately occupied by its corporeal vessel, which enables it to be
present both at the location where the body is actively resting, and wherever the dream images may
allow it to wonder. Of particular interest is the active role the mind assumes in the act of dreaming,
how it actively “places before its own gaze” (in conspectu sibi [...] constituat) these dream-
images. Lactantius expands upon this topic in his De ira Dei, where he characterizes the mind,

while the body sleeps, as restless and agitated (inrequietus agitatur); in response it “creates images

for itself, which it looks at, so that it may exercise its own natural motion with a variety of

305 In chapters 16-18, Lactantius uses sensus, animus, and mens interchangeably. Cf. Perrin 1981: 236-237. For the
Lucretian echoes within this passage, see Bakhouche and Luciani 2009: 218, note 229.
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visions.”3% With these images the mind “distracts itself” (avocatque se) so that the body can
receive the rest it needs.*?” Since the mind has an inherent need for movement, it cannot lay in rest
in the same way as its corporeal vessel, and it therefore crafts images with which it can exercise
this motion.

The language that Lactantius uses to discuss the mind’s movement while the physical body
rests, and to consider the steps that it takes in order to fulfill its need for motion, attributes to the
animus a sense of agency—the ability to craft images for itself, to distract itself from the fact that
the body in which it resides currently is motionless. In having the mind assume this active role,
Lactantius also attributes to it an element of self-awareness both of itself and of the body in which
it lives. For the mind seemingly knows that it needs to move, that it needs to rid itself of the
agitation it is experiencing. As a result, Lactantius presents a mind that can acknowledge its own
needs and has the capacity to then act upon them—a characterization that prompts his reader to
think about the animus as something more than an abstract, immaterial entity. Instead, Lactantius
encourages his reader to conceptualize the mind in material terms, as an object governed by
movement and responsive to physical conditions. It does not simply think or perceive, but it also
exerts effort and engages in processes that parallel those of the body.

These conjectures become even more significant as Lactantius extends his discussion in
Opif. to broader philosophical and theological questions; specifically, if the mind, despite its bodily
containment, demonstrates such power and agency, then how much greater must the mind of God

be? In the following passage Lactantius makes this analogy more explicit, emphasizing both the

306 imagines sibi quas cernat adfingit ut naturalem suum motum exerceat varietate visorum, Lact., De ira Dei 17.3.
307 Ibid.
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mind’s ability to transcend its corporeal boundaries and the implications of this transcendence for
understanding divine governance (Lact., Opif. 16.10-11):

Et miratur aliquis si divina mens dei per universas mundi partes intenta discurrit et omnia
regit, omnia moderatur, ubique praesens, ubique diffusa, cum tanta sit vis ac potestas
mentis humanae intra mortale corpus inclusae ut ne saeptis quidem gravis huius ac pigri
corporis, cum quo inligata est coerceri ullo modo possit quominus sibi liberam vagandi
facultatem quietis inpatiens largiatur? Sive igitur in capite mens habitat sive in pectore,
potestne aliquis conprehendere quae vis rationis efficiat ut sensus ille inconprehensibilis aut
in medulla cerebri haereat aut in illo sanguine bipertito qui est conclusus in corde, ac non
ex ipso colligat quanta sit dei potestas, quod animus se ipsum non videt aut qualis sit nec si
videat, tamen perspicere possit quo pacto rei corporali res incorporalis adiuncta sit?

And does anyone wonder if the divine mind of God wanders, attentive, throughout all the
parts of the world, and rules over and manages all things, everywhere present, everywhere
scattered, when the force and power of a human mind, enclosed within a mortal body, is so
great that not even is it able, in any way, to be hindered by the boundaries of this heavy and
sluggish body, with which it has been bound, from granting to itself, impatient from rest,
the free power of wondering? Therefore, whether the mind resides in the head or in the
chest, is anyone able to comprehend the things which the force of reason brings about,
namely that that incomprehensible sense either resides in the innermost part of the brain, or
in that blood that has been divided in two which has been enclosed in the heart, and, from
that, not conclude how great the power of God is? This is because the mind does not see
itself, or of what sort it is; if it should see, nevertheless it would not be able to perceive in
what way an incorporeal matter has been joined to a corporeal matter.

Bakhouche and Luciani have read these passages in Chapter 16 thoroughly for their relationship
with and echoes of Cicero, especially his Tusculan Disputations.>*® They also have effectively
argued the ways in which Lactantius “rejects the Stoic materialism” found in the writings of
Tertullian, and “prefers a Platonist anthropology marked by the mind/body dualism.”?% While the
readings of Bakhouche and Luciani rightfully draw attention to Lactantius’ engagement with
earlier philosophical traditions, I am more concerned with the way in which the mind’s movement
and occupation of select parts of the body’s interior plays a role in Lactantius’ rhetorical method of

presenting the mind as a material object for the purposes of observation and examination.

308 Cf. Bakhouche and Luciani 2009: 71-73.

399 Ibid. 218-219, note 233. My translation.
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The change in characterization of the mind as an active agent into a passive one
complicates his earlier portrayal of the animus. In Opif.’s eighteenth chapter he introduces a line of
inquiry that considers whether or not the animus and the anima differ from one another. Here he
references two unnamed Epicurean philosophers who argue that these are two separate entities
given that “the mind can be extinguished while the soul remains whole,” and “because the soul is
put to sleep in death, and the mind in sleep.”*!° Without refuting these Epicurean ideas, Lactantius
proceeds to note that although perception of this taking place is impossible, it is possible to know
why it happens. Specifically (Lact., Opif. 18.4-6):

Latet autem mens oppressa somno tamquam ignis obducto cinere sopitus; quem si

paululum commoveris, rursus ardescit et quasi evigilat. Avocatur simulacris, donec

membra sopore irrigata vegetentur; corpus enim vigilante sensu, licet iaceat immobile,
tamen non est quietum, quia flagrat in eo sensus et vibrat ut flamma et artus omnes ad se
adstrictos tenet. Sed postquam mens ad contemplandas imagines ab intentione traducta est,
tunc demum corpus omne resolvitur in quietem.

The mind, however, lies hidden when overwhelmed with sleep, just as a fire has been put

out when ash has been poured over it; which if you will have moved just a little, the fire

burns again as though it is awake. The mind is called away by images until the limbs are
invigorated with a refreshing sleep. For the body, when the mind is vigilant, may lie
immobile, nevertheless it is not at rest, since the mind burns within it, vibrates as a flame,
and holds all of the limbs bound to itself.>!! But after the mind has been withdrawn from
attention for the purpose of contemplating images, then finally the entire body has been
released into rest.

By way of a Lucretian simile, Lactantius removes the mind from its active role of crafting images

with which it can distract itself so that the body may rest and recasts it into a more passive role

where the dreams act upon the mind in order to suppress its burning and flame-like vibrations.?!2

Only when sleep overwhelms the mind, and these dreams call it away, is the physical body able to

3101, ] quia incolumi anima mens possit extingui [ ...] quod anima morte sopiatur, animus somno [...], Lact., Opif.

18.3.
311 Here Lactantius, as in Chapter 16, uses sensus as a synonym for animus and mens.

312 Cf. Luc. 4.925-928.
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rest. Here Lactantius characterizes sleep and the subsequent dreams as acting upon the mind as
opposed to the mind acting on its own accord in response to the body’s need for sleep,
complicating his characterization of the mind as an active agent during rest.

The mind, for Lactantius, interestingly becomes an entity that now is both active and
passive, one that actively seeks dreams and is passively acted upon by them. This presentation of
the mind as both active and passive is significant because it effectively underscores the way in
which Lactantius’ anthropology is not static but instead dialectical. In Chapter 16, Lactantius
considers the mind as a sort of divine analogue, one whose restless activity mirrors the omnipresent
vigilance of God’s own divina mens which wanders throughout the entirety of the world. By
Chapter 18, however, this divine likeness becomes a condition that requires suppression, as dreams
act upon the mind to still its fiery motion in order for the physical body to receive the rest that it
needs. As a result, Lactantius struggles to reconcile the mind’s divine-like nature with its embodied
state, and the fact that it is still subject to the material order of creation.

This dialectic between activity and passivity nevertheless hinges on the question of motion
itself. Even as Lactantius portrays the mind as capable of being subdued, its very restlessness
remains essential to his conception of what the mind is and how it moves within and, rhetorically,
beyond corporeal form. Ultimately, his language of movement implicitly suggests a material
understanding of the mind, even as he defines the animus as res incorporalis. This description as
res incorporalis, however, constructs a tension between Lactantius’ ideas concerning the
movement of the mind and his claims of its incorporeality. Material objects can and have the
ability to move or be moved within space—movement that allows them to navigate the
environment that exists outside of themselves. Bodies, as material objects, engage in motion, and

they move about their environment seemingly on their own accord. Therefore, in a way that
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resembles the body, the mind moves both within its container and, as shown above, throughout the
dream images it crafts for itself. These descriptions suggest a kind of spatial mobility that aligns
more closely with material than purely immaterial entities.

By attributing to the animus a movement akin to that of bodies, Lactantius effectively
renders it something that can be conceptualized, examined, and even thought about in relation to
physical space. His rhetorical strategy, then, circumvents his primary argument of the mind’s
immaterial nature, and invites his reader to conceptualize the animus as an entity that is
functionally material. Consequently, this allows the reader to envision the mind as something not
wholly separate from the body, but instead as something that moves within and interacts with the
body’s physical structure, which reinforces a materialist lens even if Lactantius denies such an
understanding.

A defining characteristic of the mind is its need for movement, a point that Lactantius
emphasizes through his discussion of what occurs when the body is at rest. It is agitated, restless,
and therefore distracts itself with images throughout which it can move and with which it can
engage. This movement, according to Lactantius, is not merely incidental but essential to the
mind’s very nature and function. He explains this necessity in Div. inst. when he writes (Lact., Div.
inst. 6.17.22):

[...] quia sicut aqua semper iacens et quieta insalubris et magis turbida est, sic animus

inmotus ac torpens inutilis est etiam sibi, nec vitam ipsam tueri poterit, quia nec faciet

quicquam nec cogitabit, cum cogitatio ipsa nihil aliut sit quam mentis agitatio.

[...] because just as water, when always stagnant, is both an unhealthy calm and more

dangerous, so is an unmoved and inactive mind useless even to itself, and it will not be

able to sustain life, because neither will it do nor think anything, since thought itself is
nothing other than the movement of the mind.

By drawing a parallel between the mind and water—both of which become unhealthy when

motionless—Lactantius turns the person’s very act of being alive into a symbol of the movement
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of the unseen mind. In fact, he proceeds to argue that those who consider the mind to be
immobile “want to rob the mind of life, because life is active and death is quiet.”*!* By way of
this formulation, motion, vitality, and cognition become inextricably linked: because the mind
moves it is alive, and because it is alive it necessarily engages in thought. Movement, then, is not
merely an attribute of the mind but the very condition of its existence.

Problems arise, however, when the movement of the animus becomes uncontrolled. For
example, in his explication of the harm caused when there exists an array of divinities that
require worship and sacrifice, Lactantius writes (Lact., Div. inst. 4.3.20-21):

Teneri ergo veritas non potest ubi homo idem multis patribus dominisque subiectus est,

ubi animus in multa dispersus huc atque illuc divagatur, nec habere ullam firmitatem

religio potest, quando certo et stabili domicilio caret.

Therefore, truth cannot be maintained when one and the same person has been subjected

to many fathers and rulers, and when the mind—divided amongst multiple things—is

wandering this way and that, religion cannot have any stability when it lacks a certain and
stable home.
To have a polytheistic worldview not only is incorrect, but also hazardous—orienting the mind
“here and there” (huc atque illuc) and towards multiple things. This has a destabilizing effect,
transforming the mind into a vessel that no longer exists as a “certain and stable home” (certo et
stabili domicilio) in which the Christian religion can reside. . As a direct result of this instability,
the structures of truth (veritas) collapse. At the opening of Div. inst., Lactantius defines veritas

as knowledge concerning “the reason of human and divine things” (humanrum divinarumque

[...] rationem).’'* Here, then, Lactantius correlates the mind’s proper movement with its

313[...] privare animum vita volunt, quia vita actuosa est, mors quieta, Div. inst. 6.17.23.

314 Lact., Div. inst. 1.1.1. In his own study of Lactantius’ conception of truth and how it differs from that of the
pagans, Fisher argues that “Lactantius’ truth was literally God’s truth, God’s secret plan, which He chose to reveal
entirely only through the word and example of Christ. As a measure of God’s supremacy, this ratio was beyond
discovery by an unaided human intellect, and it could not be possessed at all unless it were known in its entirety,
because each part of the truth (and each part of the universe) could only be rightly understood functionally, that is,
as working to fulfill the divine purpose, the salvation of man’s eternal soul,” (Fisher 1982: 358).
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metaphorical stability and, ultimately, with the presence of truth—that is, an understanding of the
rationale behind, and the purpose of, both the human and divine realm of existence. In doing so,
he establishes a direct correlation between truth and Christianity; for Lactantius the veritas is the
religio, and only when the animus is orientated towards one God and moves in the proper way
can it serve as a stable dwelling place for the one true religion. By way of this discussion,
Lactantius employs, once more, a material rhetoric for an immaterial entity, enabling him to
present to the reader an observable self—a homo verus—that can be examined and analyzed.
This act transforms the mind from a purely abstract concept into something tangible, something
not merely to be thought about but actively thought with. It becomes a tool with, or perhaps a
medium through which, understanding is developed and knowledge is constructed.

This conceptual transformation is central to Opif., which serves as an exercise in trying to
achieve what Lactantius considers to be categorically impossible—an understanding of the homo
verus, its nature, its relationship with the body. Specifically, this treatise asks: Who are we in
relation to all that exists both inside and outside of us? At the beginning of this chapter, I drew
attention to the universality of this one body that Lactantius puts on display, to the way in which
it functions as a representative model for all humans regardless of current religious belief,
gender, or geographical location. In Opif. Lactantius constructs a body that holds the ability to
serve as a mirror not only for each individual reader of the text, but even for Lactantius himself.
To some extent, Lactantius’ act of writing Opif. is an act of self-reflection, as he too inhabits a
body and both exists within and navigates his external environment by way of a fleshy container.
He therefore rhetorically reifies the ~iomo verus into something observable and materially

comprehensible for everyone, including himself.
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Upon further examination another fundamental principle comes to light: his emphasis on
oneness. Just as Lactantius presents a singular and universal human body as a representation for
all of humanity, he similarly insists on singularity in other areas—the mind, the body, God, and
true religion. Multiplicity, for Lactantius, breeds disorder, fragmentation, and falsehood, whereas
oneness serves as the precondition for truth and health. This singularity not only structures
Lactantius’ vision and understanding of the homo verus, but also extends to his theology and
therefore his critique of polytheism, where the worship of many gods mirrors the instability of a
mind that has been divided among multiple objects as opposed to being oriented towards one
God.

Lactantius’ concern not only is theological, but also philosophical. For, in his emphasis
on and preoccupation with oneness, he is working to disprove the Neoplatonic emphasis on the
importance of multiplicity. The Neoplatonist philosopher Plotinus (¢.205-270), for example,
argues that multiplicity depends upon unity, that “the One is all things and not one at all.”3!>
Because the One “seeks nothings, has nothing, and needs nothing,” it overflows and produces
something other than itself from itself.3!® Multiplicity, therefore, depends upon unity and its
nature as a perfect whole. Building on Plotinus, lamblichus (c.245-¢.325) argues that unity can
be known only from multiplicity. In De mysteriis, for example, the plurality of gods, daimons,
heroes, and souls is the only way by the One becomes intelligible. To put it differently, its unity

manifests itself through a hierarchy of plural intermediaries.?!’

315 10 8v mévta kai 008 &v [...], Plotinus, Enn. 5.2.1.

316 1,1 umdiv Ity unde Exetv unde deicOau [...], Ibid.

317 Cf. Tambl., Myst. 1.2-3.
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For Lactantius, in contrast to his Neoplatonic predecessors, the significance of this
multiplicity must be pushed to the margins. He therefore redirects intellectual focus onto the one
human body and the one homo verus that inhabits its interior. Lactantius, of course, is not
arguing that there exists just one human being in the entirety of the world. He does, however,
reduce the human race into a single, universal body—a body whose oneness is indicative of the

singularity of God.
2.5. Animus vs. Anima
For the majority of Opif., Lactantius seems to operate primarily with the understanding that the
one homo verus comes to exist within the seen world by way of inhabiting one physical corpus.
The true self, which Lactantius linguistically associates with the animus, mens, and at times the
sensus, is contained within its mortal, fleshy vas—that physical entity which is subject to disease
and will one day return to the earth from which it is made, at which time the divine-like animus
allegedly will return to its divine creator.
Yet, in Opif.’s seventeenth chapter, Lactantius introduces one more unseen entity that
demands attention—the anima. As he writes (Lact., Opif. 17.1-2):
Superest de anima dicere, quamquam percipi ratio eis et natura non possit. Nec ideo
tamen immortalem esse animam non intelligemus, quoniam quidquid viget moveturque
per se semper nec videri aut tangi potest, acternum sit necesse est.
It remains to talk about the soul, although its reason and its nature cannot be understood.
Nevertheless, we do know that the soul is immortal, since, whatever is lively and is
moved always by itself is able neither to be seen nor touched, it is necessary that it be
eternal.
Here the reader hears echoes of Lactantius’ comment at Opif. 4.24, where he states that “those

things which are of the mind, are able neither to be subjected to the eyes nor comprehended.”?!8

381, Y illa quae sunt animi, nec subici oculis nec comprehendi queunt, Lact., Opif. 4.24.
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Parallels are therefore drawn between the animus and the anima both in terms of their
imperceptibly and their movement. However, when Lactantius questions whether or not these
two entities are the same at the opening of Chapter 18, he refuses to take a definitive stance.’!
He asks, “Another and itself inextricable question follows, whether the soul and the mind are the
same thing, or whether one is that by which we live, and the other that by which we experience
and think.”*?° In response to this question Lactantius puts forth a doxographical account of past
theories without positing his own hypothesis.

In fact, he does not provide an answer until the final book of Div. inst., where he
definitively states that the two are not the same (Lact., Div. inst. 7.12.9):

Primum non idem est anima et mens: aliud est enim quo vivimus, aliud quo cogitamus.

Nam dormientium mens, non anima sopitur, et in furiosis mens extinguitur, anima manet,

et. ideo non exanimes, sed dementes appellantur [...].

First, the soul and the mind are not the same: for one is that by which we live and the

other is that by which we think. For the mind of those sleeping, not the soul, is put to

sleep, and the mind is extinguished in frenzied people while the soul remains; therefore,

they are not dead, but are called crazy [...].
This passage stands in stark opposition to Lactantius’ discussion of dreams and the ways in
which they operate in relation to the mind in Opif.’s sixteenth chapter. No longer is it the mind
that must craft images through which it can move while the body sleeps, or, as in De ira Dei, is

distracted by images already created; instead, in Book 7 of Div. inst., the mens sleeps while the

anima remains active. In fact, the mind, in the case of individuals who have gone insane, can be

319 For further discussion of this, see Perrin 1981: 290-293. Perrin argues that Lactantius’ failure to answer this
question in Opif. is less problematic than it seems since, as he believes, Lactantius was already working on his next
book project in which he had planned to discuss these differences further. I find this argument too reliant on an
understanding of Opif. as nothing more than an introduction to Div. inst. as opposed to a stand-alone text. While I
agree that Lactantius’ failure to provide a definitive answer is not as problematic as some may consider it to be, I
also want to suggest that he, simply, had not yet fully worked out his theory, and that it is impossible to know
whether or not he intended to work through it in more detail in larger writing project.

320 Sequitur alia et ipsa inextricabilis quaestio, idemne sit anima et animus an vero aliud sit illud quo vivimus, aliud
autem quo sentimus et sapimus, Lact., Opif. 18.1.
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totally “extinguished” (extinguitur), suggesting that the mind is an entity that can undergo
change, that it can move from a state of sanity to one of insanity, being and not being. Lactantius
explicitly corroborates this in what immediately follows; for he informs his reader that the mens
“either grows or weakens with age” (vel augetur vel minuitur pro aetate).’*' The state of the
soul, in contrast, remains consistent—never undergoing change or transformation.

Lactantius’ discussion is puzzling, because an entity that seemed so vital to the person’s
existence within the physical world in Opif., now in Div. inst. can be removed. He therefore
seems to suggest that the human being can remain living without who they truly are. For if the
mind has been “extinguished” and no longer exists within the corpus, then the homo verus no
longer exists within the corporeal vessel. Is this possible? Or does Lactantius require his reader
to examine his use of extinguere further and consider the permeance of this act of being
extinguished? Should the reader continue to think about the mind as something analogous with
the fire to which Lactantius compares it in Opif. 18, in so far that a fire—after having been put
out—can return once reignited? Can the mind come and go on its own accord, exiting and
leaving the body as it sees fit? Unfortunately, Lactantius does not answer these questions, and
my point here is that, upon a closer look, his distinction between the anima and the animus in
Book 7 of Div. inst. complicates our understanding of how the mind and the soul operate within
the body. Furthermore, in its seeming ability to be destroyed, the mind would then lack
immortality—a seeming contradiction to his argument that everything which is invisible, thin,
and lacking physical substance is inherently immortal and attributed a divine-like essence. If this

immortality, however, has been reserved specifically for the anima, then do we, in so far as we

321 Lact., Div. inst. 7.12.10.
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are the homo verus, continue to live for eternity? Do we have any real connection to the soul—
that separate invisible entity that fills the body with live-giving breath?322

The instability of his distinction between the animus and the anima ultimately
complicates Lactantius’ work to reify the homo verus, the true self, into an observable entity that
can undergo examination. Yet, even in Opif. this complication manifests. For instance, when
discussing the body’s internal organs and the ways in which food nourishes the body while air
nourishes the soul, Lactantius writes that “the human being is made from body and soul” (homo
constet ex corpore atque anima).>*> As noted by Bakhouche and Luciani, this statement carries
with it an air of ambiguity due to Lactantius’ lack of clarity as to how specifically he is using the
polysemic term anima.’** Is he referring to the anima as a life-giving entity, or is Lactantius
referring to breath? What Bakhouche and Luciani fail to note, however, is that Lactantius will
proceed to repeat this statement in Div. inst., where—in discussing how the human, in order to
bear resemblance to the world itself, is composed of opposing elements—he writes that the
human “is made from soul and body, that is as if from heaven and earth” (constat enim ex anima
et corpore id est quasi ex caelo et terra).>® This statement, however, stands in opposition to
Lactantius’ comment in Book 3, where he writes that “there are two things from which the

human is made, mind and body” (duo sunt ex quibus homo constat, animus et corpus).>*® In De

ira Dei, Lactantius will modify his rhetoric slightly when he writes (Lact., De ira Dei 15.3):

322 For Lactantius’ brief discussion of the etymology of anima and its relation to the Greek évepoc, see Lact., Opif.
17.2.

323 Lact., Opif. 11.3.
324 Cf. Bakhouche and Luciani 2009: 208, note 159.
325 Lact., Div. inst. 2.12.3.
326 Ibid. 3.12.1.
116



sic et nos ex duobus aeque repugnantibus conpacti sumus, anima et corpore, quorum
alterum caelo ascribitur quia tenue est et intractabile, alterum terrae quia conprehensible
est; alterum solidum et aeternum est, alterum fragile atque mortale.
So, we too have been composed from two equally opposing things, the soul and the body,
of which one is attributed to the sky because it is thin and intangible, the other is
associated with the earth because it is comprehensible; the one because it is unwavering
and eternal, the other because it is fragile and mortal.
Lactantius operates within a binary framework in which human essence is constructed by way of
oppositional categories. The inconsistencies in his terminology, however, elucidate the fact that
these binaries may not be as stable as they initially appeared. Instead of presenting a clear,
systematic metaphysical anthropology, Lactantius—across his works—modifies the defining
terms of human composition, which makes it difficult for the homo verus to become an
observable entity. For, as we saw at the beginning of Opif., Lactantius explicitly defines the
animus as the true self, but it later is subordinated to—or even replaced by— the anima.
Therefore, in his failure to construct and employ a consistent taxonomy for human composition,
Lactantius complicates his anthropology. His attempt to reify the homo verus, as a result, is

seemingly undone by the very linguistic structures he utilizes, as his shifting terminology resists
the reification that Lactantius attempts to perform.

2.6. Conclusion

In writing Opif., Lactantius offers his reader more than an account of the body’s construction by
carefully staging a pedagogical encounter with the visible and the invisible, with the physical
form and the interior self it contains. By placing before his reader an asymptomatic, ideal body—
one untouched by the tortures and wounds marking the bodies in Christians in his contemporary
world—he constructs a model through which the human form may be correctly read and
interested. This visible corpus becomes the foundational text through which the concealed homo

verus may be approached. In addition to its visibility, the body’s status as a vessel, fragile yet
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purposeful, allows Lactantius to frame embodiment as the necessary condition through which the
true self becomes intelligible, even while insisting that the self remains hidden from sight.

At the same time, Lactantius’ rhetoric blurs the distinction between the corporeal and the
incorporeal. The same metaphors used to describe the body as a physical container reappear in
his descriptions of the animus, which he renders as a vessel that can be filled, drained, and
occupied. By materializing the mind through images of flow, containment, occupation, and
mobility, Lactantius enables his reader to visualize what is, by definition, invisible. The mind
therefore becomes a spatially situated entity, one that moves within its corporeal abode, travels
throughout dream-images, and receives into itself truth, vice, sickness, and divine influence.
These metaphors allow Lactantius to transform the animus into an object of conceptual sight—a
thing that can undergo examination, be reasoned about, even if never fully comprehended.

Nevertheless, this rhetorical strategy generates a tension in Lactantius’ anthropology.
This mind is repeatedly defined as res incorporalis, and yet it moves, occupies space, exerts
agency, and responds to physical conditions much like the body it inhabits. Its mobility
elucidates both its divine-like essence and its vulnerability to the material order. This oscillation
between activity and passivity reveals the way in which the self, as Lactantius understands it, is
simultaneously divine-like and bound by the constraints of embodiment. The body, therefore, is
the necessary threshold through which the truth of the person, and ultimately the truth of God,
becomes knowable.

By teaching his reader how to look at the body, and in reifying the mind as something
that can be seen in analogous terms, Lactantius constructs a rhetoric of the person suited to his
historical moment. Ultimately, he provides a method of perceiving the self that resists the

imperial reduction of Christian bodies to objects of punishment. Through this very act of
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contemplation, the body becomes a surface through which the self and divine providence may be
discerned. It is precisely within this interplay of visibility and invisibility that Lactantius grounds
his larger project: to facilitate his reader’s transcendence of the human form to a contemplation

of God who fashioned it, even amid the uncertainties and violence of his own time.
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Chapter 3: The Sick and Bestial Body

In stark contrast to the whole, healthy, and perfectly constructed body that Lactantius
puts on display in his Opif. are those dying, diseased, and fragmented corpora of the pagan
emperors which litter the pages of Lactantius’ later treatise. On these imperial corporeal
landscapes erupt a variety of symptoms—symptoms that signal a state of disequilibrium. As
Lactantius claims at the opening of De mort. pers., these bodies were “pleasing” to look at, and
in recounting their deaths he will preserve the images of these diseased and dying bodies for
generations to come. He writes (Lact., De mort. pers. 1.7):

De quo<rum> exitu <nobis tes>tificari placuit ut omnes qui procul remoti fuerunt vel
quip<ostea fu>turi sunt, scirent quatenus virtutem ac maiestatem suam in
ex<tinguen>dis delendisque nominis sui hostibus deus summum ostenderit.

It was pleasing for me to be a witness to the death of these men, so that all who has
been far removed, or who will exist later in the future, might know to what extent God
has exhibited the highest virtue and his majesty in extinguishing and destroying the
enemies of his own name.

The symptomatic bodies of the emperors demand to be looked at, examined, and their disease
diagnosed. However, Lactantius’ use of testificari here, a verb with distinctly forensic
connotation, warrants careful attention. In Roman legal procedure festificari denoted the formal
act of giving testimony—that sworn, public evidence offered before an audience with juridical
weight.??” In his use of this verb, Lactantius therefore frames emperors’ decaying bodies not
solely as objects of observation, but as evidence submitted in a trial. At the outset of De mort.
pers., then, he presents imperial corporeal disintegration as legal testimony, as proof of guilt and

visible confirmation of God’s verdict against them. In doing so, the readers of the treatise, in

321 Cf. OLD, testificor 1.
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turn, become witnesses to this forensic display, forced to view the evidence and acknowledge the
justice of divine judgement.328

This legal register is especially pointed given the judicial power exercised over the
Christians by the emperors. These men, and those appointed by them, issued the edicts,
conducted trials, and sentenced those who did failed to perform the sacrifice to torture and death.
They made Christian bodies into public spectacles of imperial justice. Now, in his own narrative
Lactantius turns the tables; for, the persecutors who once stood in judgement are themselves
judged, and their bodies—ravaged, grotesque, and unrecognizable—testify against them.

The disease that gets diagnosed in this metaphorical trial, moreover, is not solely their
paganism, but also their role as persecutors who, as Christians understood it, waged a war
against those who professed belief in God. Their grotesque deterioration, therefore, is divine
punishment for this violence, their bodies marked with visible testimony to God’s judgement
upon those who attacked his people. As readers of the text, therefore, we are forced to watch as
Severus, upon realization of his defeat by Maximian, commits suicide by opening his veins—a
self-killing that is followed by that of Maximian, who hangs himself after his attempt to
conquer Constantine in Gaul proves futile. As the text progresses, these imperial deaths become
increasingly grotesque. Lactantius writes of how Galerius’ body, ravaged by an “incurable
disease,” deteriorates into nothing more than an unrecognizable mass.*?* Following his infected
body is that of Maximinus Daia, who—as Lactantius describes—not only crawls amongst the

ground and eats dirt, but bashes his head against a wall with such force that his eyes pop out of

their sockets.

328 Cf. OLD, testificor 2.

329 [...) insanabili plaga [ ...], Lact., De mort. pers. 33.1.
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In this chapter I read these imperial bodies against the backdrop of that single,
archetypal corpus found in Opif., and in doing so I argue that Lactantius animalizes the bodies
of the emperors, which constitutes a deliberate attempt to cast the pagan persecutors as other, as
non-human. By “animalization” I mean that Lactantius depicts the emperors’ bodies as failing
to conform to the ideal human form articulated in Opif—a form distinguished from animals by
way of it its upright posture, its rational governance by the animus, and its beautiful and
purposeful arrangement. As I argued in the previous chapter, Lactantius presents the human
body’s vertical orientation as a sign of its divine origin: where animals look downward towards
the earth, the human form stands erect, gazing towards heaven and its creator. The pagan
imperial bodies, in contrast, are depicted as crawling, groveling, bent over in agony, and
consumed by untreatable disease. These corporeal states strip them of the distinctively human
characteristics that Opif. establishes. Their bodies no longer reveal the rational order of divine
craftsmanship, but instead collapse into the disordered, earth-bound postures of beasts.

I further suggest that, by way of this animalization, Lactantius rhetorically amplifies and
interprets the torture initiated by God, carrying out his own acts of marking those imperial bodies
that previously had punished and tortured Christian corpora. While God remains the primary
agent of the emperors’ corporeal punishment, Lactantius’ rhetorical act is one of display and
inscription by way of focalizing the details of their suffering, and ensuring that these bodies are
seen and read correctly. These imperial forms, therefore, become spatial landscapes upon which
Lactantius inscribes and establishes his own power over the emperors. Here I draw heavily on
Foucault’s notion of the body as a landscape upon which power can be inscribed. As explained

by Daniel Punday, “Foucault uses the language of ‘investing’ and ‘marking’ to emphasize the
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way in which power affects the body from the outside.”**° These acts of torture and punishment,
according to Foucault, “must mark the victim,” and in their excess “a whole economy of power
is invested.”*3! I therefore suggest that Lactantius, from a position external to his victims, marks
the imperial bodies as an overt reclamation and display of Christian power. In doing so, he
makes sure that the divine verdict inscribed upon their flesh is properly witnessed and

understood.

3.1. The Other as Monster and the Beast

In his act of animalizing these imperial bodies, and in rhetorically marking and disfiguring their
human forms, Lactantius situates himself within and contributes to a long-standing literary
tradition. Before examining this tradition, however, I first want to note what distinguishes
Lactantius’ approach. As argued in the previous chapter, Opif. establishes the ideal human body
as upright, rationally governed, divinely ordered, and distinct from animals. In De mort. pers.,
the emperors’ bodies lose precisely these features; they crawl upon the ground, succumb to
madness and disease, and disintegrate into grotesque, unrecognizable masses. Lactantius
therefore depicts corporeal transformations from human to beast.

In doing so, he also draws on a rhetorical tradition of applying animal metaphors to
Roman political figures as a means of moral and political condemnation. Marie Roux, for
instance, has argued, “While similes to animals or beasts often represent a moral criticism of the

persons being animalised, the trope is sometimes used to more than simply denounce vices and

330 Punday 2000: 512. Just prior, Punday notes that only “when Foucault speaks of power in Discipline and Punish”
does he employ a rhetoric of “‘inscribing’ the body” (512). It is this article’s primary objective to demonstrate how
Foucault uses the “body-as-site trope” to foreground his socio-historical interpretations (513).

31 Foucault 1995: 34-35.
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can constitute a form of political criticism.”**? In an examination of Cicero’s speeches, she
calculates more than 120 instances at which he refers to his opponents as bestia or belua.’* In
his defense of Sulla, for example, Cicero orders the judges to think of the Catalinarian
conspirators no longer as human beings, but instead as beluae and ferae merely “clothed in the
shape of humans” (forma hominum indutae).’** The conspirators are so monstrous, so inhuman,
so other, that no comparison can be made between them and the human, morally upstanding,
Sulla. According to James May, however, Cicero’s bestial portrayal of his political opponents is
more than “a clever mode of invective or an over-reliance on a tired metaphor,” instead it is the
orator’s attempt to present his foes as entities that are “entirely inconsistent with, even abhorrent
to, human nature—a portrait that is well-nigh impossible for a sensitive and humane audience to
embrace.”33?

Those political figures considered bad or morally corrupt not only are transformed into
beasts and monsters, but they regularly have physical deformities and disabilities. In his
biography of Caligula, Suetonius (c.69-c.150) interestingly divides his career into that as an
emperor and that “as a monster” (de monstro).**® The emperor was unnaturally tall, pale, and his
body was enormous; his eyes were hallow and, even though he was balding, his body was

covered in hair.’*” Caligula’s face, as Suetonius recounts, was naturally wild looking (horridum)

and hideous (faetrum), and he would stand before a mirror contorting his face into various

332 Roux 2020: 311.
333 Ibid. 320.

334 Cic., Pro Sulla 76.
35 May 1996: 153.
336 Suet., Calig. 22.1.

37 Ibid. 50.1.
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expressions even more terrifying.>*® With a body so disproportionate and hairy, and a face so
ugly, Caligula no longer resembled that of a human, but instead morphed into an animalistic
creature—effectively transgressing what Lisa Trentin has identified as “the boundaries of ‘Self’
and ‘Other’, man and monster.”**° In his own series of imperial biographies, Aurelius Victor
(c.320-¢.390) recounts how, after having killed a few innocent people, Caligula “revealed the
nature of a wild beast after blood has been consumed.”**’ According to Filippo Carla-Uhink,
these narratives of bad and crazed emperors “can be explained as performances violating the
boundaries of the human, which were not accepted by at least a part of the public.”*!

While Lactantius participates in this tradition of imperial monstrosity, his approach
differs in one crucial respect. Where Suetonius, for example, presents Caligula’s deformities as
inherent, Lactantius depicts the persecutors’ corporeal degeneration as occurring only at the
moment of their deaths, specifically as the visible enactment of divine punishment. Their
animalization, therefore, is not a static condition, but a divinely orchestrated fall from the ideal
human form articulated in Opif. into the grotesque, bestial state that marks them as enemies of
God. In this way, Lactantius translates the rhetorical tradition of imperial monstrosity into a
theological argument. For, this imperial corporeal decay is not merely evidence of their moral
corruption, but the visible inscription of divine retribution on their flesh.

In addition to Caligula, Emperor Nero too violates and transgresses “the boundaries of

the human.” Suetonius describes Nero as someone who, “with nearly every part of his body

defiled” (contaminatis paene omnibus membris), “was released from a cage, covered with the

338 Suet., Calig. 50.1.

339 Trentin 2011: 198.

3401, ] beluae hausto sanguine ingenium exercuit, Aur. Vict., Caes. 3.9.

341 Carla-Uhink 2020: 12.
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skin of a wild animal” (ferae pelle contectus emitteretur e cavea).*** In Suetonius’ narrative, no
longer does Nero occupy the role of the emperor, but instead he assumes that of an animal, a
wild beast who attacks the genitalia of prisoners tied to stakes in order to satisfy his own sexual
pleasure. His body, draped with the skin of an animal and moving in way that mimics the
movements of beasts, therefore becomes, as Susan Curry argues, “the locus of his animal
identity, but these animal acts ultimately imply that his animal-like nature is more than skin
deep.”*

Alongside imperial biography and the speeches of Cicero, panegyrics also provide us
with this bestial imagery. In his Panegyricus to emperor Trajan, Pliny the Younger describes
Domitian as “that most monstrous beast” (illa immanissima belua) who, “enclosed now within
his den, was licking up the blood of his relatives” (speu inclusa nunc propinquorum sanguinem
lamberet).>* According to Pliny, coming into contact with Domitian was a terrible experience,
and standing guard of his dark and mysterious dwelling were both “horror and threats” (horror et
minae).>* Beastly Domitian sought solitude and isolation, whereas peaceful and all-too-human
Trajan always eats his meals in public and his “table is always communal.”**¢ In fact, because of

the love he has for his people, Pliny notes how Trajan hardly sleeps so that he can limit the time

he spends alone.>*” In his panegyric, therefore, there surfaces this anxiety surrounding the

342 Suet., Ner. 29.1.

343 Curry 2014: 201. I return to Nero and his animalistic nature below.
344 Plin., Pan. 48.3.

3% Ibid. 48.4.

346 Ibid. 49.5.

347 Ibid. 49.8.
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juxtaposition between the public and private body, a body that can be seen and is readily
accessible versus one hidden away from public vision within a dark and guarded den.

Early Christian authors readily adopted this literary motif as well. There is Paul, for
example, who, in reference to emperor Nero, writes of how he was “delivered from the lion’s
mouth.”**® Those considered to be heretics also are inhuman. For, as Jesus warns in the Gospel
of Matthew, “watch out for false prophets, those who come to you in clothes of sheep but within
are ferocious wolves.”?* In these two biblical examples, those standing in opposition to
Christianity and the teachings of God’s son lack humanity; they are lions and ferocious wolves
disguised as innocent sheep, ready to deceive the innocent. Although these examples, from both
our Christian and non-Christian sources, are far from exhaustive, my goal in referencing them is
to show that Lactantius’ characterization of the pagan emperors as animals, as monstrous entities
that lack humanity, is not unique to him alone. Instead, he is working within a long-standing
tradition of animalizing the other, of stripping them of their humanity in an attempt to reinforce

that, in this particular context, of the Christians.

3.2. The Inversion of the Martyr Narrative

In his animalization of these pagan emperors, Lactantius achieves more than a simple reduction
of the emperors to the status of animal, but instead diagnoses them as beings whose bodies have
devolved from the ideal human form articulated in his anthropological treatise. The persecutors
are not beasts in the figurative or satirical sense, but creatures who have transgressed completely
the boundaries of humanity. Therefore, as I go on to show, Lactantius, in his De mort. pers.

transforms the classical and early Christian topos of animalization into a theological diagnosis. In

348 1...] 8ppOobnv éx otopatoc Aéovteg, 2 Timothy 4:17. Also see Euseb., Hist. eccl. 2.22.4-5.

3 TIpooéyete amd TdV yevdompopntdv, oitveg Epyoval mpdg VUG &v Evdduacty mpoPdatny, Ecmbev 8¢ eicty Avkot
apmayeg, Matthew 7:15. For a discussion of heretics as wolves, see Roux 2020: 327-330.
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this sense, the persecutors ultimately function as inverted martyrs. As I discussed in Chapter 1,
the tortured body of the martyr testifies to faith and divine empowerment. Their corporeal
wounds, though inflicted by imperial power, become visible signs of faith, and their bodies “bear
witness” (paptopeiv) to the truth of Christianity. For a good example of this we can look to
Eusebius’ account of the martyrs of Lyon and Vienne.

In an anonymous letter, dated by Eusebius to c.177, the bodies of those martyred at Lyon
and Vienne are put on display.**° Because it is a story “truly worthy of unforgettable
remembrance,” Eusebius opens the fifth book of his Ecclesiastical History by stating that, while
other historians are writing about war and bloodshed on the battlefield, he is going to recount the
story of those who bravely confronted those unseen adversaries.*>! Despite the daily tortures she
experienced at the hands of the persecutors, a woman named Blandia “had been filled with such
power” (tocanng EnAnpmOn duvapewc), with the result that she remained alive even though
“her entire body was broken and opened up (mavtog 100 chpATOG TEPIEPPMYOTOG KOl
Avemyuévov).>32 Sanctus, the deacon of Vienne, withstood the tortures of the governor and officials
for so long that they exhausted their traditional methods. In response (Euseb., Hist. eccl. 5.1.21-
23):353

[...] Omote pnKcéTt undev elyov O ToMoGty anTd, TO TELELTOIOV YoAKEC Aemidag Stomdpovg

TPOGEKOAAMV TOIG TPLPEPMOTATOLG LEAEGT TOD GMOUATOS AOTOD. Kol TadTa Hev €kaieto,

a0TOG O€ TAPEUEVEV AVETTIKOUTTOS Kol AVEVOOTOG, GTEPPOS TPOG THV OLOAOYiaY, VIO THG

ovpoaviov Tnyfig Tod Bdatog thg {ong ToD E516VTOG €K THG Vﬂ?t’)og 100 Xp1otod
dpocifopevog Kol EVOLVOLOVUEVOS TO O€ GOUATIOV LAPTLG NV TAV cLPePnKoT@V, OAov

TpadpO Kol LOAOY Kol GUVECTOGUEVOVY Kol AmoBePAnKog v avipareiov EEmBev popenv

[.]

350 Cf. Euseb. Hist. eccl. 5.praef.1; Rebillard 2017: 145-147; Barnes 1978: 140-141.
351 Buseb. Hist. eccl. 5.praef.1.
332 Ibid. 5.1.18.

353 For an examination of Eusebius’ use of martyred bodies as a way to critique the moral landscape of empire, see
Petitfils 2024.
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[...] when they no longer had anything which they could do to him, at last they stuck red-
hot copper plates to the most tender parts of his body. These parts were burnt, but he
endured, unmoved and unyielding, firm in his confession, refreshed and strengthened by
the heavenly spring of living water that was flowing from the side of Christ. His poor
body was a witness of the things that had happened, entirely a wound, a bruise, having
been shriveled, and having thrown off its external human shape [...].
Sanctus’ body no longer resembled that of a human; it had been burnt, pierced, bruised, but
nevertheless “his poor body stood up and was straightened after the tortures, and he regained his
previous appearance and the use of his limbs, with the result that, through the grace of Christ, the
second torture was not a punishment, but a cure.”*>* Later, both Blandina and Sanctus, along
with Maturus and Attalus, were taken to the amphitheater, where Sanctus and Maturus endured
the thrashing of whips and the wild beasts before ultimately being burnt alive.>>> As Eusebius
quotes, “throughout that day they were made spectacles to the world instead of all of the
different gladiatorial games.”*>¢ Blandina, however, was hung on a stake and left exposed for the
animals and burnt until, days later, a bull was let loose to devour her.?*’ In the end, despite
varying treatments, “the bodies of the martyrs were made spectacles of in every way, and they
were exposed for six days” before being burnt and swept into the river.?>

Visible on the corporeal terrains of Blandina, Sanctus, Maturus, and Attalus were

wounds, bruises, and burns after having been publicly tortured in and outside the arena. Sanctus’

3541...] avéxoyey koi avapddon To copdtiov &v toig petémetta factvolc, kai Ty idéav dméhaPev v TpoTépoy Kol

TNV pow TV pHeA®dV, Bote U kéhaot, AL faowy i TG apitog ToD Xp1otod Ty deuTépay GTPERAOY aOTd
vevéoBa, Euseb., Hist. eccl. 5.1.24.

355 Cf. Euseb., Hist. eccl. 5.1.40.

336 [...] &1 tfig Muépag dkeivng dvti maong tiig &v Toig povopayiolg motkiiag odtol Ofapo yevouevol d kocuw, Buseb.,

Hist. eccl. 5.1.40.

357 Attalus was able to remain in prison since it was discovered he was a Roman.

358 [...] 10 00V coOpaTA THY PHoPTOPOV TRVTOing Topaderypaticdivio kol aifplacOévia ém Nuépoag &€ [...], Ibid.

5.1.62.
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body in particular had experienced cruelties so severe, and it had been marked and inscribed by
imperial authority to such an extent, that it no longer resembled that of a human. While this
echoes Lactantius’ treatment of the pagan emperors in his De mort. pers., the semiotic
significance of the tortures experienced by the martyrs differs entirely from the bodily
degradation experienced by Diocletian, Galerius, and Daia. The result of the tortures experienced
by the martyrs become symptoms of their belief in God and their true identity as a Christians,
whereas the corporeal decay of the persecutors discloses their inner disequilibrium, the illness
that is their lack of faith. In the end, the disfigurement of the martyred bodies, though extreme, is
not framed as the collapse of the human form but as the individual’s transcendence of it. Their
violated bodies now exist as material testimony of endurance made possible only through divine
empowerment. For the martyrs the punishment becomes the cure, whereas, as Lactantius tells us,
the emperors are incurable.

Moreover, the martyr’s corporeal suffering paradoxically affirms their humanity, their
likeness to Christ, and their hope of resurrection, whereas the emperor’s corporeal decay reduces
them to an inhuman bestial state. While both sets of bodies are visually marked and altered, their
visualities operate in different hermeneutic systems. The wounds of the martyrs are read upward,
pointing toward divine victory; those of the persecutors, however, are read downwards as they
point towards corruption, disorder, and defeat. Therefore, the same forms of visual torture—
burns, lacerations, swellings, corporeal dissolution and dismemberment—bear diametrically
opposed meanings that are dependent upon the morality of the individual who inhabits them. As
a result, when Galerius’ body, for example, becomes swollen, covered in ulcers, and putrid, its
decay is not analogous that of the martyrs tortured body its inverse. The martyrs stand upright

after having endured incessant tortures, whereas the emperors rot and are relegated, in an
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animalistic way, to the ground. Their bodies never rise up, but instead decay without any
possibility of restoration.

By way of inverting the martyrological framework, Lactantius nevertheless retains its
essential logic—that tortured flesh can be made to speak, to testify, to display the workings of
power. The spectacle of corporeal suffering, previously staged by the empire to display its
power, now displays the authority of the Christian God over those who once judged and

punished his followers.

3.3. The Body and Its Upright Orientation
By the time that Lactantius wrote his De mort. pers., the persecutors already had met their
demise.>>® He establishes this temporal framework by informing his addressee, Donatus, that “all
of the opponents have been removed” (ademptis omnibus adversariis), and there has been a
restoration of “tranquility throughout the world” (per orbem tranquillitate).>*° The Christian
church, “recently cast down” (profligata nuper), now “rises once more” (rursum exurgit), and
God’s temple is “constructed in greater glory” (maiore gloria [...] fabricator) with divine
mercy. %!

This temporal framing, coupled with Lactantius’ choice of addressee, gives De mort.

pers. a victorious tone.**?> Donatus the Confessor, to whom the treatise is addressed,

359 See the Introduction for De mort. pers.’s dating.

360 Lact., De mort. pers. 1.2.

361 Ihid. 1.2.

362 T agree with Creed when, in his introduction, he charactizes De mort. pers. as “a triumphant demonstration of the

way in which recent events have illuminated the operation of divine judgement in human victory,” (Creed 1984:
XXX1).
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“experienced the storm of violent persecution to an extent beyond all others.”*%* Lactantius
proceeds to recall (Lact., De mort. pers. 16.5-7):
Novies enim tormentis cruciatibusque variis subiectus novies adversarium gloriosa
confessione vicisti, novem proeliis diabolum cum satellitibus suis debellasti, novem
victoriis saeculum cum suis terroribus triumphasti. Quam iucundum illum spectaculum
deo fuit, cum victorem te cerneret non candidos equos aut immanes elephantos, sed ipsos
potissimum triumphatores currui tuo subiugantem!
For after having been subjected to torments and various tortures nine times, nine times
you conquered the opponent by means of a glorious confession; in nine battles you
overcame the devil with his attendants. With nine victories you triumphed over the world
with its terrors. How pleasing was that spectacle to God, when he saw you victorious,
bringing under your yoke not white horses or enormous elephants, but those very men
eminently conquering!
Donatus, like the church in the treatise’s opening chapter, proved unconquerable, unaffected by
the tortures and punishments that were heaped upon his body. In his overt display of resilience,
he revealed both to the persecutors and, most importantly, to God his true nature—his virtus,
“steadfast loyalty and the strength of his mind” (fide stabili et robore animi), all with which he
conquered his adversaries.*** Donatus’ actions exemplify what “it is to be a disciple of God, a
soldier of Christ,” to let “no enemy subdue you, no wolf snatch you away from the heavenly
camps.”363
Lactantius aligns Donatus’ bodily endurance with the Church’s restoration, effectively
recasting the visible marks of corporeal suffering as proof of Christian virtue and divine victory.

This recasting participates in a well-established convention of martyr literature, in which the

tortured Christian body becomes a legible sign of faith and victory rather than defeat. As I

363 [...] praeter ceteros tempestatem turbidae persecutionis expertus es, Lact., De mort. pers. 16.3.

364 Lact., De mort. pers. 16.7.
365 Hoc est esse discipulum dei, hoc est militem Christi, quem nullus hostis expugnet, nullus lupus de castris

caelestibus rapiat, nullus laqueus inducat, nullus dolor vincat, nullus cruciatus affligat, Lact., De mort. pers. 16.9.
Here I have provided the entire sentence.
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discussed in Chapter 1, the narrative of Marian and James depicts both individuals as visibly
strengthened, in body and mind alike, through their suffering. In this moment, their joy and
composure served as external symptoms of their devotion to God. Donatus, after having suffered
imprisonment and repeated torture, functions similarly; for his scarred and marked body does not
signify imperial triumph over the Church, but instead testifies to the endurance and ultimate
vindication of Chrsitian faith. Donatus therefore comes to embody the divine justice that already
has been realized. As a result, Lactantius invites his reader to employ a diagnostic gaze, to read
Donatus’ tortured body and corporeal suffering in conjunction with his visibly steadfast and
enduring response as signs of his inner health and spiritual perfection. In a way that mimics the
physical stature of the newly rebuilt church, Donatus now stands above those by whom he was
tortured, while the pagan emperors have been brought under the yoke of his chariot.

This juxtaposition between those things/people with an upright stature and those that
have been cast downwards persists throughout the entirety of the treatise. In the opening chapter
Lactantius writes of how God “raised up” (sublevavit) his worshippers who previously were
“lying down and afflicted” (iacentes et afflictos). In contrast, “those who mocked God [now] lie
prostrate; those who had destroyed the holy temple [now] have fallen into greater ruin.”*%® Just as
the church, itself recently brought to the ground, has been rebuilt, so too have God’s worshippers
been lifted up after having been forced to the ground by the tortuous punishments. Those who
proclaim belief in the Christian deity, including Donatus himself, stand once more, while those
who destroyed the ecclesia fall to the ground on account of a ruin greater than that which they

caused.

366 Qui insultaverant deo, iacent, qui templum sanctum everterant, ruina maiore ceciderunt, Lact., De mort. pers.
L.5.
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Throughout his writings Lactantius prioritizes the physical orientation of the body,
especially since it serves as a primary way by which to differentiate the human being from the
animal. In Opif., he writes (Lact., Opif. 8.2-3):

Cum igitur statuisset deus ex omnibus animalibus solum hominem facere caelestem,
cetera universa terrena, hunc ad caeli contemplationem rigidum erexit bipedemque
constituit, scilicet ut eodem spectaret unde illi origo est, illa vero depressit ad terram, ut
quia nulla his immortalitatis expectatio est, toto corpore in humum proiecta ventri
pabuloque servirent. Hominis itaque solius recta ratio et sublimis status et vultus deo patri
communis ac proximus originem suam fictoremque testatur.

Therefore, when God decided to make only the human being, separate from all of the
animals, heavenly and all of the rest earthly, he erected this human being upright for the
contemplation of heaven, and he made it a biped, certainly so that [the human being] may
look to that same area from where it has its origin; but [God] pressed down towards the
ground those other animals so that, with their entire body cast down onto the ground, they
become subservient to their appetite and food—since these animals have no expectation
of immortality. And so the upright construction of only the human being, and its sublime
posture, and its expression, similar and closest to father God, gives evidence of [the
human being’s] origin and maker.>¢’

Humans stand upright; they walk on two feet whereas animals, who are controlled by their
appetitive nature, navigate the world by way of bodies that are oriented towards the ground. The
upright-ness of the human body, therefore, become a symptom in its own right. For Lactantius,
vertical posture reveals one’s humanity, that they are capable of contemplating God and
transcending the base impulses that control those irrational and earthbound animals. Lactantius,
in fact, echoes this in Div. inst., when he asks (Lact., Div. inst. 7.5.6):

quod planius argumentum proferri potest et mundum hominis et hominem sua causa

deum fecisse, quam quod ex omnibus animantibus solus ita formatus est, ut oculi eius ad
caelum directi, facies ad deum spectans, uultus cum suo parente communis sit

367 This echoes Genesis 1:27. Of particular interest is the force that proximus bears in this passage. Here, Lactantius
delicately avoids claiming that the human vulfus looks identical to that of God, while not contradicting the claims
made in Genesis arguing that human beings are made in God’s image. As he argues, it proves impossible to know
with complete certainty the appearance of the Christian deity since God cannot be seen. Lactantius’ use of proximus,
then, provides him with narrative flexibility. The appearance of the human vu/tus is, in comparison to those of
animals, closest in appearance to that of God, but it is not identical. For, embedded within the superlative is the
notion that the thing that is described as “closest” could go further, that there remains room for movement, whether
physical or metaphorical, towards whatever it is nearest.
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uideaturque hominem deus quasi porrecta manu adleuatum ex humo ad contemplationem
sui excitasse?

What clearer argument can be made that God created both the world for the human being

and the human being for his own sake, than the fact that, amongst all the animals, only

[the human being] has been formed in this way: that its eyes have been directed towards

heaven, its face looking towards God, its appearance is similar with its parent, and it

seems that God has raised up the human being for the purpose of his own contemplation,

as if having been lifted up from the ground with an outstretched hand?
In witnessing the body’s upright posture and the moments at which its head and eyes turn
upwards, the observer acquires an understanding that this vessel, in addition to the world itself,
was created by God. This act of looking at the body interestingly proves to be a reflexive
exercise; for, the one who gazes upon the body’s stature must have a body of their own, one that
also stands upright with eyes that can look up towards the heavens. As a result, the meaning of
the gazed-upon body reflectively maps onto the inhabited body of the viewer, teaching the
viewer how to read and understand not only the body of another, but also their own.

The human body, therefore, stands upright for two reasons: on the one hand, this upwards
orientation allows the person/homo verus/animus to be in closer proximity to the origin from
which it came; on the other hand, it serves as a visual distinction between the human corpus and
that of the animal. A core tenet of Lactantius’ argument is that there exists a clear and purposeful
distinction between the human and the animal, a difference that requires each to have a different
corporeal frame.*%® This concern manifests throughout antiquity. In his Republic, for example,
Plato, through his mouthpiece Socrates, argues that those who are “ignorant of intelligence and

virtue” (ppovnoewmg kai apetiic dmepot) spend their days satisfying their appetite and are carried

downwards (kdtw) for the duration of their lives.’®® Socrates then compares these ignorant

368 For Lactantius’ detailed account of the specific process by which God created animals, see Opif. 5.

369 Plato, Rep. 586a.
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individuals with cattle, who “are always looking downwards and stoopping towards the
group.”’? Likewise in the Timaeus, Plato writes of how the yoyn, located near the top of the
body, raises itself up towards the sky since it possesses divine properties.?”!

In the Latin philosophical tradition, Cicero argues that the human being, and no other
creature, bears a resemblance to God.3”? He proceeds to explain in the Laws that Nature, “while
she has bent other animals towards their food, has erected the human being alone, and has called
upon them to look to the sky, as it were kindred to them and their original home.””* Cicero
echoes this argument in his De natura deorum, where he details how Nature “established them
tall and upright, raised from the ground, so that they can gain knowledge of the gods while
looking towards the sky.?"*

Within the Christian literary tradition that predates Lactantius’ own writing, the
preoccupation with the body’s upright stature persists from Classical Antiquity. Most notable is
Minucius Felix (¢.200-240)—a Roman lawyer and, like Lactantius, later considered to be a
“Christian Cicero,” who emphasizes the body’s upwards orientation in his own Ciceronian
dialogue. In the Octavius, a text closely modeled on Cicero’s De natura deorum, Minucius Felix
constructs a debate between the Christian Octavius and the pagan Caecilius. At the opening of

Octavius’ speech, given in rebuttal of Caecilius’ defense of the traditional Roman religion, he

declares (Oct. 17.2):

370 Booknudrav Siknv kdtm dei PAEmovTec Kol kekvpOTES £ig Yijv, Plato, Rep. 586a.
371 Plato, Tim. 90a.
372 Cf. Cicero, Leg. 1.8.25.

373 cum ceteras animantes abiecisset ad pastum, solum hominem erexit et ad caeli quasi cognationis domiciliique
pristini conspectum excitavit, Leg. 1.9.26.

374 eos humo excitatos celsos et erectos constituit, ut deorum cognitionem caelum intuentes capere possent, Nat. D.
2.56.140.
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praecipue cum a feris beluis hoc differamus, quod illa prona in terramque vergentia nihil
nata sint prospicere nisi pabulum, nos, quibus vultus erectus, quibus suspectus in caelum
datus est, sermo et ratio, per quae deum adgnoscimus sentimus imitamur, ignorare nec fas
nec licet ingerentem sese oculis et sensibus nostris caelestem claritatem; sacrilegii enim
vel maximi instar est humi quaerere, quod in sublimi debeas invenire.
Especially since we differ from wild beasts with respect to this: namely that those beasts
are bent downward onto the ground, and that they have been born inclined towards
nothing except to look for food, while we, whose face is upwards, to whom a gaze
directed towards the sky has been given, as well as speech and reason, through which we
recognize, feel, and imitate God,; it is neither right nor is it permitted that we ignore the
heavenly brightness thrusting itself on our eyes and our senses. For it is akin to the
greatest sacrilege to seek on the ground what you ought to find in lofty heaven.
Just like Lactantius, Minucius Felix makes an explicit differentiation between the human body
and that of the animal—forcing the reader, or in this case Caecilius, to look at the body as it
exists in adulthood. This argumentation, however, fails to acknowledge the fact that humans are
not born standing up, but instead are, like animals, pressed towards the ground—first on their
stomach, and then on their hands and knees only after learning to crawl. The ability to stand
upright is not one with which humans are inherently born. Nevertheless, the body under
examination, and its inherent beauty, reveals to its viewer that it was created by the Christian
God—a pulchritudo that Octavius defines as “our upright position, upward expression, our eyes
positioned at the top as in a watchtower, and all of our other senses situated as in a fortress.””>
For both Minucius Felix and Lactantius, the body’s posture reveals its divine origin. In
Opif., Lactantius teaches his reader to understand this upward orientation as revelatory of its
divine creation, and, in addition to this, he showcases the utility of this specific stature, since it

allows the embodied subject to look towards the sky in order to contemplate heaven. Heaven

fails to lend itself to touch, hearing, or smell. Only through sight are we able to contemplate its

375 status rigidus, vultus erectus, oculi in summo velut in specula constituti et omnes ceteri sensus velut in arce

compositi, Oct. 17.11.
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nature, its existence, its meaning. This act of contemplation necessitates both optic and cognitive
function; for, in order to examine heaven, one must have the capability to see it in order to
cognitively penetrate its essence.

In designating the contemplation of heaven as the reason for why the human body stands
upright, Lactantius effectively establishes an anatomical hierarchy, one in which the head,
alongside the sensory organs, are privileged over the rest of the corpus.3’® Lactantius explicates
this in his discussion of the human’s head (Opif. 8.3-4):

Eius prope divina mens (quia non tantum animantium quae sunt in terra, sed etiam sui

corporis est sortita dominatum), in summo capite conlocata tamquam in arce sublimi,

speculatur omnia et contuetur. Hanc eius aulam deus non obductam porrectamque
formavit ut in mutis animalibus, sed orbi et globo similem, quod orbis rutunditas
perfectae rationis est ac figurae.

The mind of [the human being], nearly divine (because it been assigned governance not

only over the living creatures which are on earth, but also over its own body), located in

the topmost part of the head as if on a lofty summit, observes all things and gazes upon
them. God formed this courtyard [i.e. head] of the human being not covered and
extended, as amongst the dumb animals, but similar to a sphere and a globe, since the
roundness of a sphere is [a shape] of perfect construction and form.?”’
Not only is the head perfectly circular in form, but Lactantius also refers to it as an aula—a
designation that warrants a closer examination. In the Classical Period, aula primarily referred to

the “yard or enclosure attached to a house,” whether internal or external.>’® In addition to this

primary meaning, it also could be used to designate a royal palace, a hall within that palace, or, at

376 For notions of an anatomical hierarchy in antiquity, see Plato, Alc. 130c-¢; Cicero, Tusc. 1.52; Rep. 5.26. Also see
Bakhouche and Luciani 2009: 190-191, note 21.

377 Embedded within this passage are more Platonic echoes. Cf. Plato, Tim. 70a; Rep.8.560b8.

378 OLD, aula 1 and 2.
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times, a royal household.?” In Late Antiquity, early Christian writers adapted aula to specify the
place, typically a courtyard, from which God himself sits and governs.*8°

If we understand Lactantius’ usage against this early Christian backdrop, especially in
light of his description of the mens as “nearly divine” (prope divina), then his use of aula to
retroactively reinforces the divine-like nature of the mens and the space it occupies.’®! The term
also provides new insight into how Lactantius conceives of the relationship between the mens
and the body. Like God, who governs over the entirety of his creation, the mind has been
“assigned governance” (sortita dominatum) over the body—an argument that not only
subordinates the body to the mind, but also suggests that the body’s visible movements, and the
various ways in which it occupies space, reflect the will and commands of the mens.*3? The
analogy, however, is not exact. Unlike God, who governs from an external vantage point, the
mind rules over the body from within; moreover, Lactantius emphasizes that the mind’s authority
is given rather than inherent, implying that there exists a higher force (most likely God) that
governs over the mens itself.

By situating the mens in the aula, Lactantius creates a model in which the body’s
movements are diagnostic signs of the mind’s condition. The becomes a text that can be read
from the outside, because its visible motions point to the inner ruler who presides from this

anatomical “palace.” In this way, Lactantius trains his reader to consider bodies not simply as

379 OLD, aula 3 and 4.
380 Cf. Blaise Patr., aula 3.

381 Lactantius’ designation of the mens as prope divina previews his description of God himself as the “eternal
mind” (aeterna mens, Lact., Div. inst. 1.3.3).

382 This points the reader back to Opif. 1.10-11, at which Lactantius associates the animus with a dominus in terms
of its relationship to the body.
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physical forms, but as upright containers upon which morality and true belief in God become

visually inscribed.

3.4. The Persecutors of the Past: Nero, Domitian, Decius, and Valerian

Lactantius frames the entirety of De mort. pers. by diametrically opposing upwards and
downturned postures, Christian and non-Christian. The pagan emperors and the traditional
Roman religion fall while the Christian church and Jesus’ rise.*®* Before recounting the deaths
of those most recent persecutors, however, Lactantius reminds us that they were not the first to
attack those who did not subscribe to the traditional theology. When Peter arrived in Rome,
rumors spread that he had performed a variety of miracles.*** To these rumors, Nero, the
emperor at the time of Peter’s arrival, did not respond favorably. As Lactantius recounts (Lact.,

De mort. pers. 2.6):

[...] cum animadverteret non modo Roman, sed ubique cotidie magna multitudinem
defiere a cultu idolorum et ad religionem novam damnata vetusta transire, ut erat
execrabilis ac nocens tyrannous, prosilivit ad excidendum caeleste templum
delendamque iustitiam et primus omnium persecutus dei servos Petrum cruci adfixit,
Paulum interfecit.

[...] and when he realized that not only at Rome, but everywhere, daily, a large
multitude abandoned the worship of idols, and that—having condemned the past—they
came over to a new religion, Nero—as he was a detestable and harmful tyrant—sprang
into action in order to tear down the heavenly temple and destroy justice; he was the
first persecutor of all against the servants of God, and he fixed Peter to a cross and
killed Paul.

In this brief account of the attack against Peter and Paul, Lactantius maintains the focus of his

readers on the emperor. He crafts the image of a ruler who is dangerously concerned with the

383 The second chapter of De mort. pers. abruptly shifs the reader’s gaze to Christ’s crucifixion and subsequent
resurrection.

384 Cf. Lact., De mort. pers. 2.5.

140



reports that so many individuals are abandoning the worship of the traditional Roman deities

and, at the same time, moving away from the state’s long-established religious customs.

What Lactantius fails to mention, however, is that—around this same time—Nero was
accused of exploiting the Christians as scapegoats for the fire of 64 CE. From Tacitus we learn
of how Nero, allegedly, covered their bodies with the skins of wild beasts (ut ferarum tergis
contecti laniatu canum interirent), fixed them to crosses (crucibus adfixi), and set them ablaze
so that they may serve as a source of light throughout the night (in usum nocturni luminis
urerentur).’® Tacitus, in a rather Lactantian way, focalizes the tortured body—putting it on
display for the external gaze. The historian shows the ways in which Nero marked the Christian
body, how the emperor displayed his power by means of inscribing it onto the physical corpora

of his victims.38¢

Lactantius, interestingly, inverts this Tacitean narrative, which he likely read, and
instead marks the body of Nero—branding him, and consequently his body, as “detestable and
harmful” (execrabilis ac nocens).*®’ Although these terms are not strictly corporeal, Lactantius
nevertheless anchors them to Nero’s physical form by way of immediately preceding to discuss
the fate of his body. In doing so, he immediately binds moral culpability to Nero’s flesh by way
of narrating the fate of his body, transforming ethical judgement into a visible, punitive

inscription.

385 Tac., Ann. 15.44.

386 Brent Shaw challenges Tacitus’ historical veracity by arguing that there are no good “reasons to accept the
mirage, however appealing it might be, that Christians were attacked by the Roman state as a special group and were
martyred under Nero, and no good evidence, contemporary or even later, that links them with the great fire in 64
C.E.” (Shaw 2015: 96). The historian Cassius Dio, for example, provides a narrative of the fire, but never does he
say that Christians had any involvement or that Nero accused them of starting it. See Shaw 2015: 82-84.

387 Lact., De mort. pers. 2.6.
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In what follows, Lactantius goes on to equate the emperor with a tyrant and a beast

(Lact., De mort. pers. 2.7):

Deiectus itaque fastigio imperii ac devolutus a summo tyrannus impotens nusquam
repente comparuit, ut ne sepulturae quidem locus in terra tam malae bestiae appareret.

And so, cast down from the pinnacle of power and thrown down from the highest point,
the tyrant, powerless, suddenly disappeared, with the result that not even a place of
burial appeared on the earth for so evil a beast.

The tyrant (tyrannus) fell from his lofty position—disappearing without any remaining trace of
his existence. Lactantius’ narrative leaves Nero’s body unburied, an act that operates in tandem
with his erasure of Nero’s humanity, of reducing him to nothing more than an “evil beast”
(malae bestiae). The bodies of the dead necessitated burial, and it was the responsibility of
those still living to fulfill that obligation even, if necessary, for those outside of the immediate
family unit.>®® In Div. inst., for example, Lactantius claims that “that final and greatest duty of
piety is the burial of strangers and of the poor.”*%? In not burying Nero Lactantius achieves two
things: on the one hand he facilitates the erasure of the memory of the Roman emperor; on the
other hand, he provides critical commentary in regards to who Nero was, establishing his
identity as a being less than human, one whose body is not worthy of the care and treatment
afforded to the poorest of society. Nevertheless, although Lactantius’ treatment of Nero’s body
fails to compare to the ways in which he deals with those of Diocletian, Galerius, Maximian,
and Maximinus Daia, he nonetheless establishes a solid foundation upon which he will lead his

reader to the climatic deaths of those responsible for the most recent persecutions. For

388 For the legal, social, and religious importance of burial practices in the Greco-Roman world, see Bodel 2000;
Carroll 2006; Felton 2007.

38 yltimum illud et maximum pietatis officium est peregrinorum et pauperum sepultura, Lact., Div. inst. 6.12.25. The
Church, however, did not oversee and require burial practices that were specifically Christian. Cf. Rebillard 2009.
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Lactantius Nero serves as the symbolic initiator of imperial persecution against the Christians.

Following Nero, Domitian too is cast downwards and expunged from the physical
landscape of the empire. Even though he had constructed “many marvelous buildings, the
Capitol, and other noble monuments” (cum multa mirabilia opera fabricasset, cum Capitolium
aliaque nobilia monimenta fecisset), his name had been “persecuted” (persecutus est), his
statues were removed, and his inscriptions were erased.’*° This absence made way for, as
Lactantius writes, the Church’s restoration (ecclesia restituta est), its rebuilding as an entity
that “gleamed much more brilliantly and brightly” (multo clarius ac floridius enituit) than
before.’*! Similar to the effects of Nero’s unburied body, Lactantius rhetorically erases the
physical and epigraphic evidence of Domitian’s existence. Both imperial removals, therefore,
make room for Christian renewal, establishing the disappearance of the pagan imperial body

and memory as a precondition for the Church’s restoration and success.

In contrast with his contemporaries, the image of Domitian painted by Lactantius is
wholly negative. In fact, being killed in his home was not punishment enough for his crimes, so
even after death he suffered a damnatio memoriae and the complete erasure of his existence not
only as an emperor, but also a human.**? Tertullian, in contrast, describes Domitian as “a part
of Nero in terms of his cruelty” (portio Neronis de crudelitate), but he immediately follows this

description with a note about how the emperor quickly changed his mind about persecuting

390 Lact., De mort. pers. 3.3.
31 Lact., De mort. pers. 3.4.
392 As Usherwood argues, “In reality, there was no formal way to ‘carry out a damnatio memoriae’, ‘declare’ or

‘proclaim a damnatio memoriae’, ‘perform damnatio memoriae’, or ‘abolish the memory’ of an individual in the
Roman world,” (Usherwood 2022: 22).
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Christians because he still had some of his humanity.*** Eusebius references this in his own
account of Domitian’s reign, translating Tertullian’s statement, “seeing that he had some
intelligence, he stopped at once and recalled those whom he had banished.”*** In both
Tertullian and Eusebius’ narrative, there remains something human about Domitian, whereas

nothing at all remains of the emperor in Lactantius’ narrative.

There was nothing human about Decius either, whom, following Domitian, Lactantius
introduces into his narrative as a “detestable animal” (execrabile animal).’*> As punishment for
his attack on the Church, Decius himself “immediately fell” (protinus caderet) when he raged
against God; and, upon his death his body “exposed and naked, laid [on the ground] as food for
wild beasts and birds, as was right for the enemy of God” (exutus ac nudus, ut hostem dei

oportebat, pabulum feris ac volucribus iacuit).>*¢

In these moments, Lactantius does more than simply recount the deaths of Nero,
Domitian, and Decius. He emphatically erases their existence from the empire—employing
their individual falls from their lofty positions, and their subsequent deaths as a sort of
symbolism for their inner, bestial nature. Here, Lactantius participates in what Harriet Flower
has described as “memory sanctions,” that is those “deliberately designed strategies that aim to
397

change the picture of the past, whether through erasure or redefinition, or by means of both.

These memory sanctions, as Fowler argues, are culturally specific, politically productive

393 Tert., Apol. 5.
394¢1...] bze Exov T cLUVECEMG, ThYIOTA ETAVCATO, AVaKoAEGauEVOG Kol 0D éEnlaxet,” Euseb. Hist. eccl. 3.20.7.

395 Lact., De mort. pers. 4.1.

396 Lact., De mort. pers. 4.3. Eusebius’ narrative prioritizes the experience of those who suffered under Decius’
persecution.

397 Flower 2006: 2.
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strategies for reshaping the past in order to stabilize the present and secure the future. Roman
memory sanctions, however, typically operated through material and institutional means such
as: the destruction of statues, the chiseling of names from inscriptions, the removal of images
from public spaces, the prohibition of mourning, and the confiscation of property.>*® In

contrast, Lactantius performs his erasure rhetorically, through narrative rather than monument.

Beginning with Nero’s inhumane disposition and his sudden removal from the earth,
Lactantius then moves to Domitian for whom he employs a different kind of erasure—one that
expands the scope beyond the body to include the broader imperial landscape. The narrative
then intensifies as Lactantius turns to Decius, whose body has been reduced to nothing more
than food for the beasts to whom Nero was compared. By way of this poetic tricolon of
conquered imperial bodies, Lactantius ultimately constructs space for pagan authority to be
dismantled by divine justice. Within this same space, Lactantius further displays his own

power, and that of God’s, to conquer the bodies of the emperors.

Following Decius, the next emperor “had been seized by a similar madness” (non
dissimili furore correptus), and in this maddened state he stood against God.>*° Valerian’s
divine punishment, however, differed from that endured by his predecessors; rather than being
executed or exiled, he was taken captive by the Persians and lived the rest of his life in
humiliation and servitude. Lactantius offers an interesting vignette into Valerian’s captivity,

which depicts his treatment by the Persian King Sapor (Lact., De mort. pers. 6.3):

Nam rex Persarum Sapor, is qui eum ceperat, si quando libuerat aut vehiculum
ascendere aut equum, inclinare sibi Romanum iubebat ac terga praebere et imposito
pede supra dorsum eius illud esse verum dicebat exprobrans ei cum risu, non quod in
tabulis aut parietibus Romani pingerent.

398 Cf. Usherwood 2002: 26-37.

399 Lact., De mort. pers. 5.1.
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For whenever the king of the Persians, Sapor, who had captured him, wanted to climb
into either his carriage or onto his horse, he would order the Roman to bend down for
him and to offer his back, and after his foot had been placed on the Roman’s back, he
would say, accusing him with a laugh, that this is the truth, not how the Romans paint it
in their pictures or on their walls.

While a slave to the Persian king, Valerian’s body becomes radically dehumanized and reduced
to nothing more than an object, a stool for Sapor to use whenever he needed to get into his
carriage or to mount his horse. As a tool of utility, Valerian’s body loses those characteristics
that once distinguished him from wild beasts. Physically he is forced to the ground, positioned
on his hands and knees like an animal on all fours, in order that his back be used as an elevated
surface on which Sapor may step. His physical body may survive, but no longer is there any
indication of those distinctly human elements within his corporeal vas that would differentiate
Valerian from the inferior animals.
Lactantius goes on to share that, when the emperor finally died, his skin (Lact., De
mort. pers. 5.6):
[...] derepta est ei cutis et exuta visceribus pellis infecta rubro colore, ut in templo
barbarorum deorum ad memoriam clarissimi triumphi poneretur legatisque nostris
semper esset ostentui ne nimium Romani viribus suis fiderent, cum exuvias capti
principis apud deos suos cernerent.
[...] had been plucked off, and after it was stripped from his entrails, it was dyed with a
red color in order that it be placed in the temple of the gods of the barbarians as a
memorial of their most renowned triumph; and so that it would always be a sign to our
ambassadors, so that the Romans would not rely on their strength too much when they
saw the skin of their captured emperor on the altars of their own gods.
The man who previously had ordered his citizens to make a sacrifice to the pagan gods now, in
Lactantius’ narrative, becomes the sacrificed animal. Lactantius’ rhetoric, specifically his use
of dorsum, pellis, and exuviae, infuses these two passages with animal imagery. As a result,

Valerian no longer is human, but has been reduced to the hide of an animal, which the Persians

repurposed as a symbol their strength. For Lactantius, however, the exuviae take on a different
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meaning. Instead, Valerian’s flesh stands as physical evidence of divine justice, and the power
that God has over all of the pagans. Furthermore, his exposed entrails and his skin stripped
away from his body function as a display of who Valerian truly was—an enemy of God and the
Christian religion.

3.5. Diocletian

Despite so many examples of the consequences for those who stand in opposition to God, the
cruelty of their successors only intensified. In an attempt to preserve his idea of what Rome was,
emperor Diocletian already in 302 had issued a separate decree against the Manichaecans—a
group of individuals whose religious practice incorporated facets of Christianity, Judaism, and
Zoroastrianism.** By way of a quotation found in the Collatio legum Romanarum et
Mosaicarum, a text compiled in the fourth century that compares the law of Moses with legal
texts from the Roman Empire, we know that Diocletian, Maximian, and Galerius, in a letter to
Julian, accused the Manichaeans of establishing “new and unheard of sects” (nouellas et
inauditas sectas).**! There also was the concern that, in due time, they may attempt “to infect”

(inficere) the Romans.*?

Therefore, as the letter states, the emperors ordered that the
Manichaens and their writings be subjected to severe tortures and burnt alive.**?
It was the following year that Diocletian issued his edict requiring all citizens of the

Empire to make their sacrifice. As Lactantius recounts, it was “because of fear” (pro timore) that

the emperor ordered his men to enter the church to burn the scriptures (scripturae repertae

400 T actantius does not mention this edict in his treatise.

41 Collatio legum Romanarum et Mosaicarum 15.3.4. 1 am using the text of M. Hyamson (ed.), Mosaicarum et
Romanarum legum collatio (1913), with trans. and notes.

402 Ibid. 15.3.4

403 Cf. Ibid. 15.3.6. Also see Boatwright et. al 2012: 440.
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incenduntur) and search for the image of God (simulacrum dei quaeritur).*** Following this, the
ecclesia, perched above the city, was to be burned.**> The next day, all Christians were to be
deprived of their “honor and dignity” (honore ac dignitate), tortured (tormentis subiecti essent),
and stripped of their “freedom and voice” (libertatem [...] ac vocem).**® In writing about the
initial days of Diocletian’s edict, Lactantius presents an emperor riddled with anxiety, paranoia,
and excessive anger. Even worse, his own palace, serving as a sort of microcosm for the turmoil
permeating the empire on a larger scale, lacked stability. According to Lactantius, Galerius, “in
order to push [Diocletian] towards a policy of the cruelest persecution” (ut illum ad propositum
crudelissimae persecutionis impelleret), set fire to the imperial palace—an act for which the
Christians were to be blamed.*’” Ignorant of his Caesar’s conspiracy, Diocletian became (De
mort. pers. 14.3-4):
[...] ira inflammatus excarnificare omnes suos protinus coepit. [4] Sedebat ipse atque
innocentes igne torrebat; item iudices universi, omnes denique qui errant in palatio
magistri data potestate torquebant.
[...] inflamed with anger, and immediately began to torture all of the members of his own
household. He presided over it himself, and he burned innocent people; at the same time,
all of the judges, all who were in the palace, were given the power to carry out the
tortures.

Like his palace, Diocletian too becomes inflamed (inflammatus)—consumed by an anger so

powerful that he tortures the innocent members of his own staff. By way of this glimpse into the

404 Lact., De mort. pers. 10.1; 12.2. Lactantius does consider the feeling of fear, and other emotions for that matter,
as inherently negative. In fact, as he argues in De ira Dei, fear is a central aspect of Christianity. For if humans do
not fear God, why would they worship him? Cf. Lact., De ira Dei 8.7. With that being said, in highlighting
Diocletian’s fear, Lactantius effectively begins his construction of his image of the emperor as someone whose fear
is feeding into his more dangerous feelings of anger, paranoia, and anxiety.

405 Lact., De mort. pers. 12.4-5.

406 Ibid. 13.1.

407142
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turmoil both within Diocletian’s palace and his own body, Lactantius effectively employs the
emperor’s acts of devastation against himself. The same fire that destroyed the church now rages
within Diocletian, spreading throughout his palatium and consuming “innocent people”
(innocentes). After Galerius set fire to the palace a second time, Diocletian’s internal fiery rage
could no longer be contained; for “now he was raging not only against his household servants,
but against everyone” (Furebat [...] iam non in domesticos tantum, sed in omnes).**® Regardless
of age and gender, all were “seized for burning” (ad exustionem rapti).**

Throughout this vignette Lactantius consistently employs imagery of fire and burning.
Beginning with the burning of the Christian church, he immediately turns to Galerius’ burning of
Diocletian’s palace, an act that causes Diocletian himself to become inflamed and burn with
anger. After the palace is set ablaze for a second time, this fire serves as the punishment for all
those innocent bodies captured and led away to their own burning. Fire has an innate ability to
erase, to fully remove an object from existence. Just as Diocletian attempted to eradicate the
church from its lofty position, so too does he serve as the cause of his own obliteration—
although not immediately. For Lactantius’ narrative showcases how the fiery rage originated
from within the emperor, and then spread throughout the entirety of the palace and traversed its
walls. As Lactantius states, “Therefore, the entire earth was afflicted, and the three most savage
beasts raged from the East to the West, except in the provinces of Gaul.”*!°
Lactantius’ animalization of Diocletian is a slow and drawn-out process, spanning across

much of the treatise’s narrative. As readers of the text, we have witnessed the emperor’s

408 Lact., De mort. pers. 15.1.
409 1pid. 15.3.

419 Vexabatur ergo universa terra et praeter Gallias ab oriente usque ad occasum tres acerbissimae saeviebant,
Lact., De mort. pers. 16.1. The “three” are Maximian, Galerius, and Diocletian.
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declining mental stability, the rage that has festered within his interior. By chapter 17, Diocletian
is “impatient and sick in the mind” (impatiens et aeger animi), and he becomes “hardly
recognizable” (vix agnoscendus).*'! By chapter 42, the emperor has become infected with a
“double illness” (duplici aegritudine) due to having witnessed the destruction of his statuary. The
significance of this destruction, and Diocletian having witnessed it, lies in the fact that imperial
statues were not solely representations of the emperor, but they functioned as extensions of his
body and presence throughout the Empire.*!? To witness the destruction of one’s statuary was
therefore to witness a kind of corporeal dismemberment, the violent erasure of one’s extended
bodily presence from the imperial landscape.

Still living, Diocletian watches as this symbolic body is torn down, an experience that, in
Lactantius’ narrative, anticipates the disintegration of his actual body. Furthermore, the fact that
the emperor is still alive makes this moment particularly humiliating for Diocletian, which stands
in stark contrast to Domitian, whose statues and inscriptions were removed only after his death.
As Lactantius recounts: (Lact., De mort. pers. 42.2-3):413

Itaque cum videret vivus quod nulli umquam imperatore acciderat, duplici aegritudine

adfectus moriendum sibi esse decrevit. [actabat se huc atque illuc aestuante anima per

dolorem nec somnum nec cibum capiens. Suspiria et gemitus, crebrae lacrimae, iugis
volutatio corporis, nunc in lecto, nunc humi. Ita viginti annorum felicissimus imperator
ad humilem vitam deiectus a deo et proculcatus iniuriis atque in odium vitae deductus
postremo fame atque angore confectus est.

And so, when he saw, while still alive, that thing which never happened to an emperor, he

decreed that he ought to die, since he had been afflicted with a double illness.*!* He was
throwing himself here and there, his soul was raging because of grief, and he was neither

4 Lact., De mort. pers. 17.2; 17.8.

412 Cf. Elsner 1998: 54-58.

413 For the damnatio memoriae of both Maximian and Diocletian see also Euseb., Hist. eccl. 8.13.15.

414 Diocletian, of course, is not the first emperor to have his statuary removed from the imperial landscape. In

Chapter 3, Lactantius records the removal of Domitian’s statues and inscription. Diocletian, however, witnessed
their removal, while still living, whereas Domitian was already dead.
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sleeping nor eating. A sigh and a groan, frequent tears, a wallowing of a living body, now

in bed, not on the ground. So, for twenty years, the most fortunate emperor had been cast

down to a humiliating life by God; he was trampled upon by injuries and led into a hatred

of life. Finally, he was executed by hunger and anguish.
The syntactical construction of Lactantius’ narrative pushes the reader along at a pace that
mimics that of a fast-spreading disease coursing throughout the body. Diocletian transforms from
a man standing upright to one who was, at one time, on the bed (in /ecto), and, at another, on the
ground (humi)—throwing himself “here and there” (huc atque illuc) because of the rage that
existed internally. Not only was his double illness thrusting him to a lower position, but so was
God who, over a span of twenty years, cast the emperor downwards “to a humiliating life” (ad
humilem vitam). In the end, Diocletian died because of both “hunger and anguish” (fame atque
angore)—two things that actively reduces the body’s physical stature.

The deadly hunger that Diocletian experienced merits further attention. Starvation, more
so than feelings of anguish, consumes the body. While starving, the corpus feeds on itself—
causing it to become smaller and smaller until there exists nothing left from which it can receive
nourishment. Therefore, by way of drawing attention to Diocletian’s hunger, Lactantius employs
the image of a corporeal form that has undergone visible erasure, a reduction in size that has
caused the emperor to become “hardly recognizable.”

If we read Diocletian’s body against the backdrop of the body examined in Opif., we can
better see how, in writing Diocletian onto the ground, whether it be due to him tossing himself
around, starvation, anguish, or because of God’s own retribution, Lactantius overtly animalizes
the emperor and strips him of his humanity. God crafted the human being as a biped, one that
stands on two feet and is oriented upwards, in order to differentiate their heavenly nature from

that of the earthly animals over which they stand. Animals, however, God has pressed down

towards the ground (illa vero depressit ad terram) since they contain within themselves no
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expectation of immortality [i.e. they do not contain an anima], and therefore are destined to be
subservient to their corporeal appetites. This postural positioning also distances animals from the
heavenly realm towards which human beings are oriented. Like that of an animal Diocletian’s
body has become oriented downwards—not stretched upwards towards heaven but pushed
downwards to the ground. No longer does the emperor have that characteristically human
“upright construction” (recta ratio) and “sublime expression” (sublimis status). Diocletian,
therefore, is “hardly recognizable” because he is hardly human.
Lactantius maintains this anthropocentric theory beyond his Opif., and he goes on to
reinforce it in Div. inst. (Lact., Div. inst. 2.1.14):
Nam cum ceterae animantes pronis corporibus in humum spectent, quia rationem ac
sapientiam non acceperunt, nobis autem status rectus, sublimis uultus ab artifice deo
datus sit, apparet istas religiones deorum non esse rationis humanae, quia curuant caeleste
animal ad ueneranda terrena. Parens enim noster ille unus et solum cum fingeret
hominem id est animal intellegens et rationis capax, eum vero ex humo subleuatum ad
contemplationem sui artificis erexit.
For other living creatures gaze at the ground with their bodies downturned, because they
have not received reason and wisdom; we, however, have been given an upright posture
and a sublime face by God the creator. It is clear that these religions of the gods are not a
part of human reason, because they bend the animal towards the ground that must be
worshipped. For, when our one and only father made the human being an intelligent
animal and capable of reason, he raised them from the ground and elevated them for the
contemplation of their creator.
Lactantius’ anthropocentric understanding positions the upright human as central to God’s
creation of the world, and as something wholly distinct from all other living creatures. For God
has endowed the human with intelligence and the capacity for rational thought; as a result, the
human “has been raised from the ground” (ex humo subleuatum) and stood upright for the
purpose of contemplating God himself. Therefore, in relegating Diocletian to the ground and

rhetorically casting his body downwards, Lactantius casts the emperor into the role of the other;

no longer does he belong to the category of human, but instead to that of animal.
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3.6. Galerius

Alongside his animalization of Diocletian, Lactantius also strips Galerius and Maximinus Daia
of their humanity. In the eighteenth year of the Galerius’ reign, an ulcer formed on the lower part
of his genitals.*'> According to Lactantius, “The wound began to no longer respond to medicine;
the cancer invaded every nearby area, and the more that it was cut away, the more widely it
raged. The more it was treated, the more it grew.”#!® Medical doctors no longer were able to treat
Galerius’ ulcer; not even “renowned doctors” (medici nobiles) proved successful, nor the pagan
deities to whom they sacrificed.*!” Lactantius’ use of invadit to denote the spread of the cancer
injects a sense of violence into the narrative—characterizing it as something that has forcefully
attacked the body.*!® In the illness’ violent spread, in its infection of every part of the emperor’s
body, Galerius himself “grew white and thinned because his strength had been consumed.”*!°

His use of saevit to explicate how the vulnus “raged” throughout the body’s interior also
merits a closer look. Lactantius uses this same verb in Div. inst. in his description of how
Galerius, a wild beast, raged throughout the entirety of the world with “ferocious teeth.” He
writes (Lact., Div. inst. 5.11.6):42°

Nemo huius tantae beluae inmanitatem potest pro merito describere, quae uno loco

recubans tamen orbem ferreis dentibus saevit et non tantum artus hominum dissipat, sed
et ossa ipsa comminuit et in cineres furit, ne quis extet sepulturae locus: quasi uero id

415 Cf. Lact., De mort. pers. 33.1.

418 Incipit vulnus non sentire medicinam; proxima quaeque cancer invadit et quanto magis circumsecatur, latius
saevit, quanto curatur, increscit, Lact., De mort. pers. 33.4.

47 Lact., De mort. pers. 33.4.

418 The verb invado carries with it a primary meaning of “to enter in a hostile fashion, to assault, to attack, invade,”
and, in more militaristic contexts, it can mean “to make an attack on” (OLD, invado 1 and 2). This meaning then
gets transferred to how diseases interact with the body (cf. OLD, invado 4).

419 Lact., De mort. pers. 33.3.

420 For the attribution of this description to Galerius, see Roux 2020: 314, note 13.
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adfectent qui deum confitentur, ut ad eorum sepulchra veniatur, ac non ut ipsi ad deum
ueniant.

No one is able to describe in the proper way the savagery of such a great beast; one who,
while reclining in one location, nevertheless rages throughout the world with ferocious
teeth, and not only does [the beast] tear apart the joints of human beings, but it also
crushes their very bones and rages over their ashes, with the result that no place of burial
exists: as if those who acknowledge God would desire being brought to their own tombs,
and as if they would not go to God himself.
The “savagery” (inmanitatem) of this unnamed beast evades description; the way in which it rips
apart and crushes human bodies cannot be put into words. Just as its actions are so horrific that
they cannot be described, so too does this beast avoid spatial containment. Despite its primary
residence in a single location, Lactantius depicts the beast’s savagery as something that spreads
throughout the Empire—destroying the bodies of all those Christians who inhabit it. By
animalizing the emperor, Lactantius effectively strips Galerius of his human form and forces him
to occupy that of an animal—a fate that the former considers to be worse than death itself.*?!
While bestial language was a conventional weapon of Roman invective, Lactantius’
animalization differs in kind, not just degree. For example, there are many instances at which the
historian Ammianus Marcellinus (c.330-c.395) employs bestial imagery metaphorically,
specifically as a rhetorical hyperbole designed to condemn moral failings.**? Lactantius,
however, depicts a literal corporeal transformation. The emperors in De mort. pers. do not
simply resemble beasts in their cruelty; their bodies become bestial, losing their upright posture

and corporeal integrity. Moreover, this transformation is not only rhetorical condemnation, but a

theological diagnosis. For, the emperors’ animalization is a symptom of their inner disease.

421 Cf. Lact., Div. inst. 5.11.2-3.

422 Cf. Seager 1986: 24, 55, 57, 65, 68, 91.
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This bestial transformation, however, is not confined to Galerius’ form. For Lactantius
also employs this same verb in his description of how Galerius, Diocletian, and Maximian
infected the world as they raged (saeviebant) from East to West. Just as the emperors rage
throughout the empire, so too does the illness throughout Galerius’ body. By way of his account
of how the emperor’s cancer spread, Lactantius subtly defines Galerius as the illness that has
infected the world—situating him as a victim of the very pestilence with which he has infected
others.*??

In grotesque detail Lactantius then describes the toll that the pestilence took on Galerius’
body. Not only was his corpus “consumed by worms” (comestur a vermibus), but it also
“dissolved into putrefaction with intolerable pains” (in putredinem corpus cum intolerandis
doloribus solvitur).*** In his study of Lactantius’ familiarity with and employment of medical
phraseology used in medical texts to discuss ulcers, J. N. Adams frames his argument by stating,
“Consumption by lice or worms, if not genital ‘gangrene’, was a typical end for a tyrant or the
impious, and there must be an element of literary exaggeration in Lactantius’ account.”*?’ In a

similar vein, Patrick Cook argues for the existence of a well-established literary tradition of

423 In a similar vein, James Corke-Webster has read Lactantius’ De mort. pers., and his treatment of the emperors, as
a “diagnosis,” for which Christianity is the cure (Corke-Webster 2019: 350, 353-354).

424 Lact., De mort. pers. 33.8. For the importance of God’s use of in-tact flesh in his construction of the body, see
Lact., Opif. 7.

425 Adams 1988: 522. See also pp. 524. It seems plausible that Lactantius had some sort of working knowledge of
medical phraseology. Within the context of the history of medicine during the empire Vivian Nutton argues, “The
passage of Greek medicine into the Roman world was now so complete, with the same theories and often the same
medicaments circulating in Latin as well as in Greek, that one can now truly begin to talk of Roman medicine as
something that could be found across the Empire without any distinction of language” (Nutton 2004: 171). This
incorporation of medical phraseology also serves a self-reflexive purpose, in that it Lactantius as an individual of
authority—one who can speak out human bodies. Discussing the nature of medical practice and writing in late
antiquity, Heidi Marx notes how, for example, “rabbinic utilization of medical rhetoric and knowledge bolstered
their claims to be authoritative interpreters, not just of texts, but of bodies as well” (Marx 2018: 520).
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assigning to an oppressive ruler “a wormy death.”*?® He states further, “Worms were an
appropriate addition to any account of divine punishment because an infestation of worms was
seen as a manifestation of divine wrath.”*?” Regardless of the degree to which Lactantius
exaggerates Galerius’ own “wormy death,” he nevertheless employs recognizable literary tropes
in order to reduce the imperial form to nothing more than an object of another animal’s voracious
appetite—becoming solely the landscape upon which the worms feed.

Although comparable to Lactantius’ account, Eusebius’ narrative of the emperor’s death
focuses more on the pervasive olfactory effects of the pestilence. He identifies the “divinely-sent
punishment” (Benlotog kOAao1g) as something that first infected the flesh (capkoc), and then
spread to his soul (tfig yuyiic).**® First there appeared an external abscess (dnoctacig), followed
by the formation of an internal ulcer (§Axoc)—from which an abundance of worms (cK®ANK®V)
and an “odor indicating death” originated (Oavotddn te 6dunv).** The stench of decay was so
strong that some doctors were unable to endure the “stinking” (dvom®dovg) and “extraordinary”
(dromiov) smell.#3°

Eusebius’ account emphasizes the permeating nature of the smell emanating from
Galerius’ dying body, and the effect that this act of dying had on those doctors who
unsuccessfully attempted to treat the illness. For, the narrative concludes with a nod to those

toTpoi who, as a result of their inability to handle the smell or cure the illness, were “killed

426 Cook 2019: 393.

427 Ibid. 394.

428 Bus., Hist. eccl. 8.16.3.
429 Ibid. 8.16.4.

430 Ibid. 8.16.5.
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mercilessly” (vnledg éxteivovto).*! In contrast, Lactantius focuses his reader’s gaze on the
body’s dissolution, and its reduction to a state that no longer resembles that of a human. In fact,
the doctors occupy space in Lactantius’ narrative only for the sake of highlighting the illness’
inability to be cured. Instead, he describes in detail the body’s process of decay (Lact., De mort.
pers. 33.10-11):
Iam diverso malo partes corporis amiserant speciem. Superior usque ad vulnus aruerat et
miserabili macie cutis lurida longe inter ossa consederat, inferior sine ulla pedum forma
in utrium modum inflata discreverat. Et haec facta sunt per annum perpetem, cum tandem
malis domitus deum coactus est confiteri. Novi doloris urgentis per intervalla exclamat se
restituturum dei templum satisque pro scelere facturum.
Now, since the evil had spread, the parts of his body had lost their form. The upper part,
down to the wound, had dried up, and—because of its pitiable thinness—the yellow skin
had sunk between the bones; the lower part had spread out without any form of the feet,
in the manner of leather bags. And this went on continuously for a year, when finally,
after having been defeated by the evils, he was forced to confess God. He exclaimed,
throughout the intervals of new oppressing pain, that he would restore the temple of God
and make satisfaction for his crime.
By way of vivid imagery, Lactantius guides h