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CHRISTIANS AND THE ARENA s

e Jocal disputes mostly within Jewish communities of the Diaspora. The
erences of practice and doctrine advocated by previously Jewish Christian
Iytizers, like Paul, provoked more mainstream Jews to seek out official
s from Roman administrators, charging the proselytizers with “defying
dicts of Caesar” and worshipping in a way contrary to law. Even the
rtation of Paul to Rome arcund 60 CE was the result of escalating tensions
aea that had resulted in charges of sedition being claimed against Paul;
;r;i;ide use of his right, as a Roman citizen, to appeal local judgment to
the emperor.

our years later, according to Christian tradition, Paul had successfully
fended himself and resumed his missionary efforts, only to be caught up
Nero's persecution, the first officially sanctioned action against Christians.

Christians and the Arena

The Neronian persecution

his represented a shift in Roman policy from the hands-off stance
mented in Acts. What catalyzed the change? The most extensive account
es from Tacitus, who places the action in the aftermath of the Great Fire
64.: Tacitus’ focus, however, is not on the Christians so much as the
peror; the Christian incident is added to a long list of Nero’s abuses of
‘In order to deflect hostile suspicion from himself, Nero targeted a
despised by the population to take the blame.

This section begins with some basic establishing material about the interact
between the Roman state and early Christianity, starting with the targeting
Christians by Nero in the wake of the Great Fire of 64 CE. This would beco
a model for Roman initiative, which typically took action only in “cis
situations, searching for a reason for the eruption of disorder and finding
solution in the disruption presented by the Christians. Pliny’s exchang
Jetters with the emperor Trajan is vital to understanding the Roman percep
of Christians and the official treatment of those accused of this offense;
formal procedure laid out by Trajan and Pliny is essential backgroun
both the denunciation of the spectacles by early Christian authors and
Martyr Acts, which document Christian reactions to the persecution fro

partisan perspective. The Martyr Acts offer a window into the ways in whict
the arena served as a venue for Christian construction of identity and fai
This process partly involved a reworking of the Roman values system embed
in the spectacle, redefining the terms of the performance so that the so
stigma attached to those appearing in the arena was now to be understood
a sign of spiritual transcendence, a special elevation conferred by divine favo
Much of the “value” early Christians took from the arena did not, howe
require this kind of inversion of Roman standards. Patterns of moral criti
of gladiatorial behavior and of the degradation of the audience already exist
that could be readily adapted to celebrate the martyrs’ unearthly endurz
and the evil of the pagan mob in attendance at the spectacles.

passion; for it was not, asit
lty, that they were being

Rome and the Christians: The Official Relationship ence. even for crimina
shment, there arose a feeling of com

the public good, but to glut one ma’

During the years immediately after the crucifixion of Christ, the Rom:
emvernment had no official onnosition to Christianity: the legal troubles
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Tacitus’ version of events raises some questions: to what did th
people arrested confess? What were they guilty of? Tacitus is the only and
author to connect the Christians to the fire at all and even he find
arson connection unlikely. He does, however, believe they deserve exe
although not the spectacle to which they were subjected by Nero’s “cru
Tacitus says they were condemned because of their known odium human
generis, hatred of the human race. His narrative of the Christian persecuti
follows his description of the traditional religious response to disa
which Nero, quite appropriately, tried to propitiate the gods who had pt
the Romans with the Great Fire, tried to restore the positive relations
with deity by offering public prayers and ritual banquets to make u
some perceived neglect in pious duty. The real crime committed b
Christians is their sociopathic dereliction of their responsibilities towar
human community. By refusing to participate in public religion, Churisti
threatened everyone by provoking the rage of the gods. The Christians
guilty of organized misanthropy. Under Nero, Christianity became :
against the Roman state, punishable, like sedition and treason, by dea;

Christian sources interpreted the policy as the height of Nero’s, perv
sion, emphasizing the emperor’s notoriety and lack of moral groundin
the “reason” behind his hostility toward Christians. Nero is evil, thr
and through, is their argument; he is engaged in a cosmic battle agains
goodness. Opposition by such an emperor serves as proof, therefore,
Christian righteousness. Persecution of Christians becomes part of the pat
of praise and blame of Christian historians in their .interpretation’
imperial past. Interesting as well is the frequency of a combat meta
to describe this opposition, used here by Fusebius in the fourth cgén
Persecuting emperors become killer gladiators in a metaphysical arena

Trajan’s policy

cnﬁlinal law was not very proactive. The absence of something
"éting a public prosecutor meant that criminal procedures were
initiated by individuals taking it upon themselves t(.) }:)ress c'harges
the alleged malefactor. The criminalization of Christians did not
. 'érefore, that the Roman state launched a house-to-house search to
wn and destroy all believers. The pattern followed by most procedures
15t :Eristians, and the reasoning behind it, is laid out in correspondence
eenl the emperor Trajan and Pliny the Younge-r. From' about 109 (:)E.c,1
acting as an imperial procurator in Bithypm, I_)artlcularly charge.

iing up financial corruption and administrative neglect. In this
Pliny serves as an agent of Roman law when a group qf locals are
sed of Christianity; the rarity of the action means tha'F Pliny has no
procedure to follow. The issue becomes more comp_hcated,. as_ Pl%ny
ers about the specific relationship these people have with Christianity,

hether this secret cult would involve them in other kinds of criminal

“and how Roman justice should deal with what may constitute a
: f different dangers to the state.

ainst

hing by renouncing it; and whether it is the mere name of -

ch is punishable, even innocent of crime, or rather: the: crimes--

ted with the name. For the moment this.is the line I have taken with all.

ht before me ori the charge: of:being: Christians. 1 have: asked
erson if they are Christians, and if they admit it, I repeat the question
and third time; with a warning of the punishment awaiting them. If:
‘I order them to be led away for execution; for, whatever the nature
dmission, I am convinced that their stubbormness and unshakeable .
ug'h't' not to go unpunished. There have been others similarly fanatical
omarn. citizens. 1 have entered them on the list of persons to be sent
10 Qf trial; Now that I have begun to deal with this problgn, as $0 o.ften
s, e charges are becoming more widespread and increasing in variety.
njzrr:léu's pamphlet has been circulated which contains the names of. a
f accused persons. Amongst these ] considered that I should dismiss
denied that they were or ever had been Christians when they .had
cated after me a formula of invocation to the gods and had made offer{ngs
wine and incense to your statue (which I had ordered to be brought into
irt for this purpose along with the images of the zods), and furthermore had

When the rule of:
e began to. take up arms aga
| £ is not part of the preser
. to describe his deprayity; many indeed have related his story in accurate narra
-and' from"them he’ who wishes idy, the perversity of his: d

' madness, which made him compass the unreasonable destruction of
. thousands... But with all this there was still lacking to him this -
should be attributed to him that he was the first of the emperors to be
out as a foe of divine religion .. *We boast that such a man was the aut

- of our chastisement; for he who knows him' can understand that
would have been condemned by Nero had it not been great and good.
way then was he the first to be heralded as above all a fighter against Go

' Source: Busebius, Ecclesiastical History 2.2
- now gathering strength. for unholy objects
~the worship of the God. of the univer:

raised up to slaughter':'agains_t_'__the'._Apog_t_lg:fs.'
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ared that these cults of initiation Kept their ritual acts private because they
shameful, disgusting and dangerous to the well-being of the community.
an’s response means that Roman governors should focus on the sole
charge of Christianity, rather than the additional alleged crimes.® They should
o only condemn those who are presently and persistently Christian. Pliny
ven the accused the opportunity to recant, requiring a small proof of
- change in orientation, and then executed those who stubbornly clung
the cult, heedless of the threat of punishment.® Former Christians and

‘who denied the charge presented no danger to the state.

e cotrespondence between Pliny and Trajan points to what was dangerous
bo{it Christianity: atheism, here, the rejection of the Graeco-Roman gods.
he belief in Chiist as sole god defied the positive connection Rome main-
1ed with the pantheon of divine powers and as such acted as a potential
atalyst for divine retribution. This atheism had political overtones at a time
hen the head of the government was himself worshipped as a living god;
enj},ing his divinity was at the very least lese-majesté.

Juring the second century, persecution of the Christians took place usually
ri_"_a__local level, usually as a result of popular agitation in the wake of some
or,'t_'of crisis. Apparently arguing that the Christians were the source of this
distuption, the crowd demanded that the officials take decisive action to
olve the situation.

Fusebius notes that basic premise of Trajan’s rescript, i.e. that Christians
ere not to be sought out. He then discusses the overall effect of the policy
10 _lbcalize persecution of Christians.

reviled the name of Christ: no_ne_of_:wh_mh_._t'n_ings,' I understand,. any:'_g
Christian can be induced to do.: Others, Whose names were given to me
informer, first admitted the charge and. then denied it; they, said that
ceased to be Christians two or more years previously, and some. of th
twenty years ago. They all did Teverence to your statue and the images
gods in the same way as the others, and reviled the name of Chuist,
declared that the sum total of their guilt or error amounted to n0.mo
this: they had met regulartly before dawn on a fixed day to chant verses gi'_t'ér
amongst themselves in honor of Christ a5 if to a god, and also to bind the
by oath, not for any criminal purpose, but to abstain from theft, robbery
adultery, to commit no breach of trust and not to deny a deposit when
upon to restore it. After this ceremony it had been their custom to dispers
reassemble later to take food of an ordinary, harmiless kind; but they ha
given up this practice since my edict, issued on your instructions, whic_l‘_i:b'éﬁ
all political societies. This made me decide it was all the more necessa
extract the truth by torture from two slave-women, whom they call deac':c_)'_'
I found nothing but a degenerate sort of cult carried to extravagant length
1 have therefore postponed any further examination and hastened t0.¢
you. The question seems to me to be worthy of your consideration, especi
view of the number of persons endangered; for a great many individuals
every age and class, both men and women, are being brought to trial, an '
is likely to continue. It is not only the towns, but villages and rural districts |
which are infected through contact with this wretched cult. I think though
it is still possible for it to be checked and directed to better ends, for there 1s
doubt that people have begun to throng the temples which had been almo:
entirely deserted for a long time; the sacred rites which had been allow
lapse are being performed again, and flesh of sacrificial victims is on sal
everywhere, though up till recently scarcely anyone could be found to buy:
1t is easy to infer from this that a great many people could be reform_e_d' if
were given an opportunity to repent. S
[Trajan to Pliny]: You have followed the right course of procedure, my
Pliny, in your examination of the cases of persons charged with being Churist;
for it is impossible to lay down a genexal rule to a fixed formula. These peop
must not be hunted out; if they are brought before you and the charge agam
them is proved, they must be punished, but in the case of anyone who. déni_e_s_
that he is a Christian, and makes it clear that he is not by offering prayer.
our gods, he is to be pardoned as a result of his repentance however suspect his
past conduct may be. But pamphilets circulated anonymously must play no'_p'ar_t
in any accusation. They create the worst sort of precedent and are quite out
keeping with the spirit of our age. T

‘Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 3.33 By this means the imminent threat
cution was extinguished to some extent, but none the Jess opportunities

‘ainéz"df.to those who wished to harm us. Sometimes the populace, some-

ven the local authorities contrived plots against us, so that with no open
cution partial attacks broke out in various provinces and many of the
thful endured martyrdom in various ways.

Christian Denunciation of the Arena

: jan provides us with much of the specific reasoning for a Christian
regarding the arena. In his defense of Christianity, Tertullian launches
ter-offensive against Roman polytheism, questioning the validity of
gd_ds by noting the problematic uses and affiliations of religious symbols
man institutions. He frequently makes use of the arena to challenge
i m, referring, here, to the use of gods as characters in the fatal charades
e nnn execntions and to the arena personnel dressed as Mercury and

Trajan’s rescript becomes imperial policy, validating the actions of P
as standard procedure. The criminality of Christians is focused on the nam
itseif, rather than any sinister behavior taking place at their meetings. Plin
investigation of food and ritual points to the accusations of incest.an

Armanilalioes

vientnTler lawolad amainct muctorvy rualte like Christianitv it w



Pluto. His implication is that this constitutes disrespect, at the least, but w

_should respect such sordid characters as these? Sses: eehngs of love while he is only playmg

e v111ftes you:: gods by rmrmckmg their lewd J.ove affaxrs, their sighs, their
eigning gnef he moves.y 'to teaxs by senseless gestures. and motions.
ou caLl for reai murder and weep over. ﬁctmous ones. on’ the stage.

2, you.are more .devout in
: i i an the ,ﬁlth reSultmg fro
tortures 1nﬂ1cted your gods do thei ; dancing: and prov1de plots and storie
the guilty - except that the gullty, _to often.. assume the roles of your. g:10
once. saw Attis, that god ftom‘i’essxnus, "-c'astrated and a man:who
burned alive piayed the role of'Hercules ‘Then, too, at the glachators ‘midd
performance; in the midst of the cruelnes of the entertalnment we laug
Mercury testing the dead with his red- hot iron. We watched Jupiter's b
too, hammer m hand draggmg away the corpse' of the glad1ators

Some of Tertullian's critique of the arena parallels that found in Seneca,
re the passions of the mob act as a corruptive agent on the equanimity
d-virtue of the individual spectator. The pleasure of the visual stimula-
tion. awakens a host of overlapping emotions, such as yearning, aggression,
frustration, casting the human spirit into wild turmoil. For Tertullian, such
frenzy is the antipathy of the serenity offered by Christian conviction.

The duty of a Christian is to avoid the taint of spectacle, primarily beca
of the polytheistic overtones of the shows, but also because the sensauonahs
of the presentation fosters inappropriate emotional responses, such as fag_
desire, and bloodlust. Christians are to remain separate from those mstltutl
of pagan Rome that clash with Christian norms.

_ gentleness qu1et and peace
is natuxe I—Ie is; tender and_'-.

“we a are’ eornpletely alodf fmm those_rnattets w1th whtc_':they are oncern
.+ Our tongues, our eyes, out ears have nothing to do with the madnes of
. the shamelessness of the theater, the. bruta.ht}'r_ of the arena, the vanit
. gymnasium. How, then do we offend you? I we prefer dlfferent pleasures
- _ﬁne we do not Want to be arnused that is: ou - 1o

Minucius Felix also rejects the polytheistic foundations of the spectacl
as well as the emotional impact. Here, he emphasizes the seductive: cap
cities of the shows, their capacity to engage the spectators’ feelings with
artifice of performance. The spectator is thus intensely affected, even moy
to action, by something that is not real, that is unworthy of such focus

thenagoras, a second-century apologist for Christianity, wrote his Embassy
letter to the emperor Marcus Aurelius around 176-177 cE. He expends

g effort defending Christianity as an ethical system, arguing against the
' _ations of cannibalism and incest and claiming a higher moral ground.
gjection of the arena is part of this claim; he asserts that the audience at an
execution is culpable for the death of the criminal.

amusements processxons, and pubhc shows, we know that they hav 5
from your sacred: ntes, and we. condemn theu' obnoxtous seducuon
chariot races in: the circus, who would not: be hornﬁed at' the: frenzy of
brawling populace, or at the fine art of manslaughter in-the gladiatorial co
Nor does raving madness subsxde in the stage plays, where indecencies are
more iuxunant at one, a mlnnc player descnbes and exh1b1ts ways of adulte

Athenagoras Embassy for the Chrrsnans 35 12 Who does not reckon among
_gs of greatest interest the contests. of glachators and wild beasts especially.
1 are given by you'? But we; deemmg that.to see a man put to death' .
ch he sarne as ktlhng hnn__ have:ab; ured such spectacles. :




Tertullian also condemns the amphitheater as a noxious means of punis
ing wrong-doers, because it spreads criminality instead of limiting it. Th'_
always the risk of inflicting fatal punishment upon the innocent, whi
makes the Roman spectator complicitous in muzder. Even for those wh
guilty, the actions forced upon them in the arena compound their gt.ult@ Th
pleasure of the audience, whether it be awakened by a sense of right

justice or simply arise from the excitement and horror, spreads the inf
of crime among the spectators.

_an s denunciation of the games condemns the sociopolitical institution
hole: editor, performers, spectators, all are murderers. Tatian became
under of a sternly ascetic sect of Christianity in the last quarter of the
econd century; some of this asceticism appears in the connection he draws
en the eating of meat and the spiritual cannibalism of the munera.

0:the reeks 23: He who is chief’ among you collects a leglon :
ned murderers engagmg to mamtam them, end these’ ruffians are
oy him, and you assemble at the. spectacle to be ]udges, partly. of the
f the' ad]udlcator, and pa:tly of that of the men who engage in the-
And he who' _misses the murderous exhxbmon s gneved because he
med o be a spectatoz of mcked and’ impious and abommable
u Iaughter animals’ for the. -purpose’ of eating. their flesh, and’ you
en.- to'supply a canmbal banquet for the soul, ‘nourishing it by the
_bloodshedding.  The' robber. commits murder . for -the sake of
but the nch man purchases glad1ators for. the sake of the1r bemg killed.

e e

_ know. also when the good are destroyed prowded of course that the
of good. in them. Cextam it is that innocent: men are: sold as gladlato
-as victims of pubhc pleasure Even in the case of those who are condemne
the games, what a’ preposterous-_-__ldea 1s_1t'"_- that; in’ atonement for ‘a sm

'._offense they should be dnven to the extreme of=r'murc1er

The Arena and Christian Identity
Tertullian extends his argument on the audience’s complicity in c

a spectator who would not dream of engaging in mayhem outside
amphitheater is embedded in such activity because of his active participati
In the spectacles. Here Tertullian indicts the law-abiding, peaceful Citize
who applauds fights to the death; he has vicariously participated in hom1

espite. its problematic characteristics, the arena served as a venue for
tlan construction of identity and faith. This is due primarily to the
association between Roman spectacle and the highly visible, if relatively
uent, executions of Christian martyrs. Claiming the arena as a crucial
d.posmve element of Christian symbolism partly involved inverting Roman
ptions about hierarchy and honor, as demonstrated by spectacle,
sformmg the social stigma transmitted by the arena into marks of “glory.”
ch of the Christian “value” in the arena is, however, the reworking of
s of praise and blame for individual achievement already established
e, The celebrated indifference to wounds of early martyrs, for example,
a match with the behavior of “good” gladiators, as does the eager
shing to meet the beasts. The meaning attributed to these actions is what
een transformed.
Justin, who would himself be martyred, the fearlessness of Christians
the arena was a demonstration that they were innocent of the “other

cimes,” e.g. incest and cannibalism, that outsiders associated with Christianity
and;Other mvsterv relicione

.';-3::Source Textulhan On the _Spectac

_.: common to all w1' . the . ampmtheater ook own' with olerant y
' bodies mangled, rent asunder, and smear
" more, the same man who allegedly comes 'oi_the spectacle to. show hlS a
~of the. punishment for: murder will have a reluctant glachator driven on
“lashes and with rods to comrmt murder and the same man. who wants




éxtuuian, the coming apocalypse and final judgment are specifically
unagméd as an extraordinary spectacle, held to celebrate the triumph of
"';The justified Christians will be the audience for a variety of events,
charades featuring the righteous punishment of deified emperors, Jupiter,
e persecuting administrators of the Roman empire.

~ Source: Justin Apolo, : | 1at [the Christians] wer
- of death, nor of anything usua ht fearful, and.
- impossible that they were living in wickedgess and | tinis
or Incontinent person, or one who finds good in the eating of hu
could greet death, that it might take away al his lusts, and would not r
prolong by all means his present life and to avoid the notice of f
not give himself up to be murdered

Moreover, what 2. spectacle is -
oming of the Lord, now no object of doubt, now -
triumphant! What exultation will that be.of the angels, hat glory -
atia kingdom, the kingdom of the just. .
rusalem! But there are'yet other spectacles’.
at day of the Last Judgment with its everlasting issues, unlooked,
en, th : -when the hoary age of the
 generations ' ne fire. What a panorama of -

Minucius Felix compared the heroism of martyrs in the arena to great hero
Celebrated in the legends of Rome’s foundation; in so doing he claim
Christian monopoly on virtue in Roman terms. The heroes of Roman tr_a'
were cited as proof of Rome’s inherent qualities of dedication and selfles \

Christian god, not mighty Rome, was the true source of liberty, power
militant victory. '

sovernors of provinces, too, who persecuted the |

01d, melting in flames fiercer than those they themselves kindled

e against the Christians. braving them with. contempt?.

- Source: Minucius Felix, Octavius 37.1-6. How beautiful a spectacle fo
when a Christian measures’ his’ strength with. pain; when. he is in the
- threats and punishments and tortures; when, with a:scornful smile; .
- down upon the rattling instruments of death and the grim executioner;
in the face of kings-and princes, he esteems his liberty above all thin,
he yields to-God alone, whose he is; when he, triumphant victor; defi
very one who' has pronounced sentence on him! That man_has gained
victory who has obtained that for which he strove. What soldier does no
danger more boldly. under the eyes of his general? For, none receives the |
before standing the test. Yet, the general cannot give what he does not own
cannot prolong life, though he can grant distinction for good service. B
the soldier of God: neither is forsaken when in Ppain nor: is his }ife_'f'ende"
death. Thus, the Christian, though he may seem wretched, cannot be foun
You yourselves extol to the sky men visited by. great misfortunes,’ like
Scaevola, who, after his abortive attempt on the king’s life, would have peri
among the enemy, had he not sacrificed his right hand. How many

Cyprian was Bishop of Carthage in the mid-third century and was himself
uéh_t up in the empire-wide persecutions begun by the emperor Decius. His
I to the martyrs completely recasts the arena by removing it from the
ical context entirely. The martyrs here are represented as soldiers in
battle against evil, a battle that has been going on since the days of the
ebr_eif:v prophets. Cyprian emphasizes how pleasing the wounds of the martyrs
are to the Christian god, who is both the main spectator in the cosmic arena
‘the internal source of strength for the combatants. The blood of the
artyrs was a weapon against hellfire in an arena constructed not by Rome
but by the Judeo-Christian deity.

[ jf_pxian, Letter 7.2-3, 9:" The multitude of those who were present saw
dmiration the heavenly contest, the contest of God, the spiritual contest,
ttle of Chuist, saw that His servants stood with free voice, with unyielding
with divine virtue ~ bare, indeed, of weapons of this world, but believing
'med with the weapons of faith. The tortured stood more bravely than the
ers,f"'énd the limbs, beaten and tom as they were, overcame the hooks that
nd fore them. The scourge, often used again and again with all its rage,
uld _,qbt:"_c':onquer invincible faith, even though the membrane which enclosed
guts were broken, and it was no longer the limbs but the wounds of the
ants -of God that were being tortured. Blood was flowing which would

or Regulus? Why, even our boys and tender women, fortified against pa
heaven, scoff at Crosses and tortures, wild beasts, and all the terrors of pun
ment. And you, miserable wretches, you do not see that, without reéSOn_;
one would undergo punishment of his own accord, or be able to endu

tortures without divine assistance. o




tus himself interprets the looming execution in accordance with Christiar
pelief :'T_he congregations receiving his letters become vicarious audiences ir
: 'ﬁa, who are meant to revisualize the spectacle as affirmation of thei
ictions instead of confirmation of the Roman structure of power. Imagery
'_a:éha runs throughout Ignatius’ letter, as he identifies his struggle ir
1 with someone damnatus ad bestias. For him, the fight is not just th
éﬂc_e to the criminalization of Christianity, but resistance to efforts b
ds and colleagues to intercede with Roman authorities on his behalf, fo
g of the sentence.

© - of His soldiers! This f fore, pr
- by the ‘Lord, waged by the apost]
. proconsul ... he exhibited the fig}
received the reward which h
. of you, that you all foll
.of that engagement - sc rad
- day of your contest come, engage bravely, figh
- you are fighting under the eye e
- confession of His name to His own gl
. He Himself also wrestles , Himself
~ of our conflict not only crowns. bt

Martyr Acts

The narratives circulated within the Christian community that celebrated:
the martyrs offer an Intriguing perspective on the arena, written fro,

viewpoint of those unsympathetic to the Roman power structure. They f
on the impact that condemnation to the arena or to the beasts had on
community of the person condemned. Though the lens of the Ch
Interpreters has a specific ideological bent, nevertheless it has a distin
on the relationship between Rome and its subjects at a local level. Ma
Acts capture the judicial procedure in the provinces in the wake of Traj
rescript. They reconfigure the meaning of the arena, however, claj
martyrdom as a demonstration of Christian authority rather than tha
Rome. In doing so, they drew upon Jewish experience of martyrdom und
Seleucid authority, when death for one’s belief was considered a righte
act and a demonstration of particular holiness. The strong Chuistian strain
asceticism powered the Martyr Acts as well, referencing its exhortation
disregard the body and the things of this world as distractions fro
proper focus on the world to come. Christian tradition could make us
Roman ethical interpretations of the arena as well

that 1 may attain to Jesus
nd struggles. with wild beasts,
s, mangling of limbs, crushing of

lycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, had received one of Ignatius’ letters, bu
0lars agree that some decades lapsed before Polycarp himself was martyred
ent which took place sometime in the 150s. The account circulates
is death has features typical of Martyr Acts, such as the introductior
and conclusion that exhort the faithful to become like the martyzs, who.ar
imilated to Jesus. The courage and stamina of the martyrs are praised
éli_t_iés also praised in gladiators by pagan authors. Here, however, thes
alities are seen as clear indications of the direct intervention of divinity
__aﬁés pepper the narrative, as does fulfillment of prophecy, situating th
yrdom as part of the great plan of the Christian god, rather than ar
ertion of control by Rome over a marginalized group. The interaction
cen the martyrs and the non-Christians fall into two categories: thi
':'_a_ted rage of the mob against the imperturbable Christians and th
dialogue between the magistrate and the martyr, in which standardized judicia




procedure is made into an articulation of belief by the accused Chns'
Notable in this Martyr Act is the prominence of the spectators;’ ‘as
above, the audience chants judicial petitions in the stands of the aren
petitions granted by Rome’s agents in Smyrna who obediently arrest Polye
at their demand. The frenzy of the audience, however, is much in lin
the condemnations of spectacle mobs pronounced by Seneca and oﬂler R

analysts; here the passion of the crowd is not a moral failing but a too
cesmic evil.

1t_1es= and powers that God
s (for thls does not “harm:our cause) ‘But as for. the mob, I do not
hey deserve to listen to a speech. of defence from me.”"
overnor said: “I' have w1id ammals, and I shall expose you to them if
ot. change your mind.” i :
iswered: “Go: and call for them‘ Repen‘cance from a better state to
worse- is impossible for us. JBut it is good to change from what is
nghteousness "
[the governor] said again to Imm “Since you are not afraid of the animals,
hall have you consumed by fire — unless you change your mind.”
Poljrcarp answered: “The fire you threaten me with burns merely for a
is soon extinguished. It is clear you are ignorant of the fire of everlasting
ment and of the judgement that is to come, which awaits the impious.
en’do you hesitate? Come, do what you will.”
said these and many other words he was filled with a joyful courage;
_{en'ance was filled with grace, and not only did he not collapse in
ﬁfhét was said to him, but rather it was the governor that was amazed.
:_herald into the center of the arena to announce three times: “Polycarp
nfessed that he is a Christian.”
er'the herald had spoken, the entire mob of pagans and Jews from Smyrna
d out aloud in uncontrollable rage: “Here is the schoolmaster of Asia -
ather of the Christians ~ the destroyer of our gods — the one that teaches
the multitude not to sacrifice or do reverence!”
hile they were saying all this they shouted and asked Philip the Asiarch®
we a'lion loosed on Polycarp. But he said that he was not allowed to do
since. the days of the venationes were past. Next they decided to shout out
ogether that Polycarp should be burnt alive. For the vision he had seen
ding his pillow had to be fulfilled, when he saw it burning while he was
rajrer;. and he turned and said to his faithful companions: “I am to be

Source: The Manyrdom of Polycarp 1-3, 9 16 2 We are. wntlng :
brothers the story of the martyrs, and of blessed Polycarp who :

- -Just as the Lord d1d he too wa1ted that he mxght be dehvered }s)
m1ght become  his imitators ... Who. 1ndeed would not:admire th
nobility, their courage, their love of the Master? For even: when they e
by whips until the very structure of their bodies was laid bare down
veins and arteries, they endured it; making even the: bystanders weep f
Some indeed attained to such courage that they would utter not a sound
cry, showing to all of us that in the hour of theu- torment: thes
Christ’s witnesses were not present-in the flesh, or- rather. that the
there present holding converse with them: Fixing their eyes on. the:
Churist, they despised the tortures of this world, in one hour. buymg th
an exemption from the eternal fire . .. The most noble. Germanicus’ £
encouragement by the perseverance he showed; he even fought manful
the beasts. The governor tried to persuade him, telling him to spare
manhood; but he with a show of force dragged the beast: on,.top.
intending to be freed all the more quickly from this unjust and. lawles
this then all the mob was astonished at the courage of this pious.and
race of Christians, and they shouted out: “Away with these athe1sts' Go
Polycarp!”

. As Polycarp entered the amphitheater®, a voice from heaven s
strorrg, Polycarp, and have courage.”® No one saw who was spea.!\mg, but thos
our people who were present heard the voice. :

Then, as he was brought in, a great shout arose when the people heard
it was Polycarp who had been arrested. As he was brought before hun th
governor™ asked him: “Are you Polycarp?” And when he admitted he: wa
govemor tried to persuade him to recant, saying: “Have respect for. you
{and other similar things that they are accustomed to say); ”swear by the Geniu
of the emperor. Recant. Say, ‘Away with the atheists!’”

Polycarp, with a sober countenance, logked at all the mob of lawless pa
who were in the arena, and shaking his fist at them, groaned lookecl‘= D
heaven, and said: “Away with the atheists!” o

The governor persisted and said: “Swear and I will let you go. Curse Ch

But Polycarp answered: “For eighty-six years I have been his servant and h
has done me no wrong. How can I blaspheme against my king and sawo

All of this happened with great speed, more quickly than it takes to tell the
ry 't'he meb swiftly collected logs and brushwood from workshops and baths,
¢ Jews (as is their custom) zealously helped them with this. When the fire
pr:epared, Polycarp took off all his cdothing, loosed his belt and even tried
take off his own sandals . . . Straightway then he was attached to the equipment
' "'d'._been prepared for the fire. When they were on the point of nailing
to it, he said: “Leave me thus. For he who has given me the strength to
endure'the flames will grant me to remain without flinching in the fire even
‘thout the firmness you will give me by using nails.”




£ Théy did not nail

.pagans for. the
e are: mcapable

The Martyrs of Lyons met their end in 177 ck, the same year th
emperor Marcus Aurelius issued the senatus consultum on the reductio
costs for arena performers. Like the account of Polycarp’s end, this hak:
claims to be a letter circulated by the Christian congregations in Gaul
benefit of their co-religionists. The congregation was reeling from what
to have been a mass martyrdom of unusually large proportions, dn_
specifically against a group of Christians recently emigrated from the ea
Mediterranean; one of their number, a Pergamene named Attalus,. see
have been particularly disliked by some of the locals. At any rate
Christians may have been especially visible in the community,: nof
assimilated to local customs. Some of the typical features are present in
account: the role.of the demon-inspired crowd in promoting the perse
and the spectacle as a manifestation of the power of the divine. Th
much less emphasis on the trial as a setting for the accused to declar
truth of his belief; instead, the narrative spends much time on tortur
prison, intended by the Roman authorities to make the Christians ]
under to religious conformity. Torture was regularly applied to W1tne
Roman judicial procedure, as it was beljeved to elicit truth by pushm
body to the limits of endurance; here, torture has that effect amon
Christians, although the “truth” being witnessed to here is not held as
by the officials. Particulars of administrative procedure prolong the executio
into two phases and may reflect a genuine reluctance on the part
praefect to submit to the will of the crowd. Present also is an investi
into allegations of cannibalism, not unlike the inquiry launched years ear
by Pliny in Bithynia. The focus on particular martyrs, such as the:
slave Blandina, particularly serves as a striking example for the reader,
not meant to feel horror and pity for her wounds: these are beautiful, bad;
of honor. The weak female body of a lowly slave raised to such sp
strength heightens the lesson to be learned by the contemporary Chris
The surprising contrast recalls pagan praise for gladiators, whose sham
bodies yet are able to reveal nobility of character.

he many they. a.P.P.he.d Wlth;f*'.
noble athlf—.-te got renewed




2. Instead, they subjected them.
m, constantly trying. -

er in Christ 50 that even the pagans.
gthening him, and aftex'nobly.
t. The blessed Blandina was Tast of all:
ildren, she sent them. before. her. in.
er duplicating in’ her own body. all her’
1ed to rejoin them, rejoicing and glorying in her:
nvited to a bridal banquet instead of being a
fter the scourges, the animals, and:the hot griddle, she
<sed into a net and exposed:to a bull. After being tossed a good
al, she no longer erceived what was happening because of the.
ession’ of all she believed in and because of her intimacy with
ras offered in sacrifice, while the pagans: themselves. .
ad ever suffered 5o much in their experience..

their roasted flesh filled the

. for them, and they
" resistance. But fr

tua is one of the best-known among early Christian martyrs, due to
e circulation of the account of her trial and execution in 202 CE
age. It is also valuable in that so much of it comes from Perpetua
perself, written or dictated while she was in prison; little female-authored
survives from the ancient Mediterranean. This also offers us a first-
erspective on the experience of martyrdom and the anticipation of
rena. The Act follows the pattern of arrest, trial and spectacular execution,
rinklings of the typical Christian interpretation of these events. Some
ve features should be noted: first, the strong presence of Perpetua’s
especially her father, who is much more an opposing force to her
onfession of belief than the Roman authorities. This reflects the power
aterfamilias in Roman society, the fact that, as a woman, Perpetua
ch more likely to have her daily choices circumscribed by her father
y. Roman administratoss. Her conversion is a rebellion more against
estic power structure than the emperor; she has redirected her family

-7 But'none of the animals: had touched: her, and:so she
. from the post and brought back to the prison to. be: preserved
" ordeal. . tiny, weak, and insignificant as she was, she would giv
- to her brothers, for she had put on Chiist, that mighty and invind
- and had overcome the Adversary in many contests, and: through he
+:had-won the crown of immortality. “

/" Now it was. the emperor's order:that these should be behead
. those who had denied their faith should be released. Thus at the out

festival® here (and it was one that was crowded withi people who ha "

it from all tries) the rovernor brought the gt s toward the family of Christian believers. The removal of her baby
from, all countries) the goveriior. brought the blessed martyrs before the es a small mairacle, demonstrating the worthiness of her choice. Unusual

. to make a show:and a-spectacle of them before the crowds. This w S o o
" why be h?i_dj_t_h__e_rﬁ':'-_c':‘[ﬁe__s_tfib_'ngdf"éhééfégaﬁiféh d all those wh B as. well is the seguence of elabor.ate visions Perpetua had in prison,
" possess Roman. citizenship he had beheaded; the rest he’ condemned ecome expressions of her sanctity and power as a Confessor martyr.
- animals. i : L rm these visions take is interesting; near-cinematic in their imagery,
o .P_ina_lly,_o_n:_t_l_m_é___l_a_l_st__'_day d_)_f__ the gladiatorial games, they brought back Blai present tangible (and spectacle-oriented) metaphors for sanctity and
-+ again, this time, with a boy of f.l.f‘:ceﬁn{ngmedf l?dnt_i(:_ué;_'}:‘.\fe_i"y: da.f eature an extremely dynamic heroine who transcends gender boundaries
W rks for the salvation of herself and those around her. Her interactions
¢ military tribune demonstrate her social power as well; despite the
that she has been condemned and, by Roman. law, is now serva poenae,
rgues for better treatment and gets it.

co
d




- Source: The Martyrdom of Saints Perpetua and Felicitas 2, 4-6,.10,.16~
A number of young catechumens were arrested; Revocatus and hj
Felicitas, Saturninus. and Secundulus, and-with them Vibia Perpetu
married woman of good .family:and'ﬁpbringir_xg._.Her-mother. and fathe
still alive and one of her two brothers was. a catechumen like hersel
had an infant son at the breast. She was about twenty-two years old. F
point she herself told the whole story of her martyrdom and left an ‘acce
written by her own hand and with her interpretation. .-

... Then my brother said to me: “Dear sister, you are greatly,
surely you might ask for a vision to be shown whether you are to:suffe
to be freed.” And 1 faithfully promised that I would, for I knew that
speak with the Lord, whose great blessings I had come to experience
I said: “I shall tell you tomorrow.” Then I made my request and thi
vision I had. o o

I'saw a ladder of tremendous height made of bronze, reaching all the
the heavens, but it was so narrow that only one person could climb u
time. To the sides of the ladder were attached all sorts of metal weapon
were gladii, lanceae, hooks, machaerae, and spikes; so that if anyone tr
climb up carelessly or without paying attention, he would be mangled and
flesh would adhere to the weapons, S

At the foot of the ladder lay a dragon of enormous size, and it would a
those who tried to climb up and try to terrify them into not climbing
Saturus was the first to go up, he who was later to hand himself over of hi
accord. He had been the builder of our strength, although he was not pre
when we were arrested. And he arrived at the top of the staircase and heloo
back and said to me: “Perpetua, I am waiting for you. But watch out and
let the dragon bite you.” T

“He will not harm me,” 1 said, “in the name of Jesus Christ.”

Slowly, as though he were afraid of me, the dragon stuck his head out
underneath the ladder. Then using his head as my first step, I stepped oﬁ
climbed up. R

Then I saw an immense garder, and in it a grey-haired man sat in the_k;lqt
of a shepherd, a tall man, milking sheep. And standing around him were_h;an
thousands of people dressed in white. He raised his head, looked at me; an
said: “I am glad you have come, my child.” :

He called me over to him and gave me, as it were, a mouthful of the.n_a:ilk'-h
was drawing; and I took it into my cupped hands and drank it. And all thos
who stood around said: “Amen!” At the sound of this word I came to, with:
taste of something sweet still in my mouth. I at once told this to my brothe
and we realized that we would have to suffer, and that from now on-we woul
no longer have any hope in this life, T

A few days later a rumor made the rounds that we would be given a hearin;
My father also arrived from the city, worn out with worry, and he came up
me in order to persuade me, saying: “Daughter, have pity on my gray. hea
have pity on your father, if I deserve to be called your father, if 1 have _f_zii’s_e
you with these hands to this prime of life, if 1 have favored you over y
brothers; do not abandon me to the reproach of men. Think of your broth

k of your mother and your aunt, think of your son, who will not be able to
fter your death. Give up your pride! You will destroy all of us! None of us
jer-be able to speak freely again if anything happens to you.”

his was the way my father spoke out of family feeling for me, kissing my
ands and throwing himself at my feet, and, weeping, he called on me now not
::'i:iaughter but as 2 woman. I was sorry for my father's sake, because he
-of all my kin would be unhappy to see me suffer.

tried to comfort him, saying “It will all happen in the prisoner’s dock as
willé; for you may be sure that we are not left to ourselves but are all in his
::EI'.-”" )

d he left me in great sorrow.

e day while we were ecating breakfast we were suddenly taken off for a
caring. We arrived at the forum, and immediately the rumor went around the
gighborhood of the forum and a huge crowd gathered. We walked up to the
rier's dock. All the others when questioned confessed. Then, when it came
turn, my father appeared with my son and dragged me down from the step
aying, “Make the sacrifice! Have pity on your baby!” o
ilarianus the procurator, who as the successor to the late proconsul Minucius
iminianus had received his judicial powers, said to me: “Have pity on your
_thér’s gray head; have pity on your baby son. Make the sacrifice for the health
fie empeross.”

Iwon't do it,” I responded.

Are you a Christian?” said Hilarianus.

‘am a Christian.” I said.

And when my father continued frying to persuade me, Hilarianus ordered
lm:"'to be thrown down and beaten with a stick, and { felt sorry for my father,
s if I had been beaten. 1 felt sorry for his wretched old age.

"hen Hilarianus passed sentence on all of us; we were condemned to the
easts, and we returned to prison happily. But my baby had gotten used to
éing nursed at the breast and to staying with me in prison. So I sent the
eacon Pomponius immediately to my father to ask for the baby. But father
:fused to give me the baby. And as God willed, the baby had no further desire
r the breast nor did [ suffer from any anxiety for my child and any discomfort

The day before we were to fight with the beasts I saw the following vision:
omponius the deacon came to the prison gates and began to knock vmlent%y.
went out and opened the gate for him. He was dressed in an unbelted white
,tﬁ ic, wearing elaborate sandals. And he said to me: “Perpetua, we are waiting
or you; come.”

“Then he took my hand and we began to walk through rough and broken
duntry. At last we came to the amphitheater out of breath, and he led me into
h_e center of the arena and said to me: “Do not be afraid. | am here with you
and struggle alongside you.” And he left. ‘
:I'looked at the huge crowd who watched in astonishment. T was surprised
1at no beasts were let loose on me; for I knew that I was condemned to die by
1e beasts. Then out came an Egyptian to fight against me, of vicious appearance,
ith his supporting fighters. And some handsome young men came up to me



were then led up to the gates and were forced to put on outfits, clothing
ests-of. Saturn. for the men, of the priestesses of Ceres for the women.,
oble Perpetua strenuously resisted this to the end. -
aid:.“We came to this of our own free will, that our freedom should not
d. ‘We agreed to pledge our lives in order not to do such a thing. We
n: this with youw”:
.iqjusti_ce"recognized justice. The military tribune agreed. They were to
ght into the arena just as they were. Perpetua then began to sing a psalm:
lready. stepping on the head of the Egyptian. Revecatus, Saturninus,
aturus began. to give dire warnings to the crowd of spectators. Then when
m'e:".v'vi_thin sight of Hilarianus, they began to say with motions and
0 Hilarianus: “You have condemned us, but God will condemn you,”
w_ere'-'saying. At this, the crowd became enraged and demanded that they
‘with whips by a group of venatores. And they were happy at this, that
ble to copy the sufferings of the Lord. ...
the young women, however, the devil had prepared a ferocious cow. This
unusual animal, but it was chosen so that their sex might be matched
hat of the beast.* So they were stripped naked, placed in nets and brought
he crowd was horrified® when they saw that one was 2 delicate young girl
he other had recently given birth and had breasts dripping milk. And so
recalled them and dressed them in unbelted tunics. First Perpetua was
wh_lgy.the cow and fell on her back. And when she sat up, she pulled down
ic that had been torn on the side to cover up her thigh, more mindful of
odesty than of her pain. Then she asked for a pin to fasten her disordered
air: for it was not appropriate that a martyr die with dishevelled hair, lest she
ip_ be in mourning at the moment of her glory. Then she got up and when
gsaw that Felicitas had been trampled, she went over to her and gave her a
and and lifted her up. Then the two stood side by side. But the cruelty of the
jence was by now appeased, so they were called back through the Gates of
fe':i"'lfh_e:e Perpetua was stopped by a certain catechumen named Rusticus who
hat. time was keeping close to her, and she woke up as if from sleep, so
_n_s"e_ly was she in spirit and in ecstasy, and she began to look around her and
the amazement of all said: “When are we going to be thrown to that cow or
',t'é‘ver?” and when she heard that it had already happened, she refused to
eve it until she noticed the marks of her rough experience on her body and
fclress. Then she called for her brother and that catechumen and addressed
n, saying “Stand fast in the faith and all love one another and do not be
dalized by our suffering.”
And so the martyrs got up and went to the place the crowd wanted them
to, and kissing one another they sealed their martyrdom with the ritual of
e.:The others took the sword in silence and without moving . . . Perpetua,
owever, had yet to taste more pain. She screamed as she was struck on the
e and then took the trembling hand of the novice gladiator and guided it to
throat. It was as though so great a woman, feared as she was by the unclean
i_rit,:"__could not be killed unless she herself were willing.

supporters began. to:rub. me down ‘with oil, as.
I saw the Egyptian on the other side rolling in the dust. Next.a man of a
size came out, so large that he rose above the top of fhe'_émphithéa‘l.ier H
dressed in a beltless purple tunic with: two stripes, one on either side
down the middle of his chest. He wore sandals that were extravagéiﬁﬂy
gold and silver, and carried a rod. like a laistz and a green' branch on whi
there were golden apples. And he asked for silence and said “This Lgyp
he defeats her, will kill her with the sword, But she, if she defeats hi;
receive this branch.” Then he went out. . . Lo

fell onto his face and I stepped on his head. : T
The crowd began to shout and my seconds to sing psalms. Then I.walk
to the lanista and took the branch. He kissed me and said to me: “Daug
beace be with you.” And I began to walk in glory to the Gates of.'ufég
I woke up. And 1 realized it was not against beasts but against the. deﬁ'
I would be fighting, but I knew the victory would be mine. So much
what [ did up until the eve of the contest. .. [Perpetua’s ﬁrst—persoxi ac

ends here; the story of what happened in the arena is gi Wi
. 4 s given b :
editor of the Martyr Act.*] sen by t%l'-e -

we were brought forth on the day in a healthier condition?” The tribun
disturbed and turned red. And so he gave the order that they were to be .tféé
more humanely . .
On the day before, when they had their last meal, whiclz is caliei.:'l:thn
banquet, they celebrated not a free banquet but the love feast.® They Spdk'e
the populace with the same steadfastness, warned them of God's ;ﬁdgment
stressing the joy they would have in their suffering, and ridiculing the curios
of those who came to see them . . . :
The day of their victory dawned, and they processed from the prisox.i' iﬁto h
amphitheater happily as if they were going into heaven, with calm f
trembling with joy not fear. Perpetua followed with bright face and cairﬁ"St"
as the wif‘c-: of Christ, as the darling of God, putting down everyone’s stéref}mth
h.er ow1.f1 Intense gaze. With them also was Felicitas, glad that she had;'s;a'fé |
given birth so that now she could fight the beasts, going from one bloodbath

another, from the midwife to the retiarinis, ready to wash after childbirth wi
second baptism. g




Fructuosus, Bishop of Tarragona, was executed in 259 ck. The contex
is the first empire-wide persecution, originally launched by the.
Decius. In 249, he demanded that all residents of the empire offer sacri
the gods of Rome, a vigorous effort to address the system-wide prob
using a traditional solution: seek divine help. Furthermore, everyone n
a libellus or ticket affirming that they had done their bit for the’
Christians were unable to fulfill this requirement and a number, who
not or would not evade enforcement, were imprisoned and executed
five or so emperors later, the emperor Valerian called for the arrest of
hierarchy and the enforcement of sacrifice, and then for the execu
persistent clerics, along with that of resistant Christian elite convert:
property was also to be confiscated. The passage of time has seen the expansi
of Christianity and has affected the Martyr Act’s composition. He
arrest and execution of Fructuosus and his companions is not dema
a local mob, but results from imperial decree. There is no hostile crowd
the governor’s household is filled with Christians and Christian sympathize
The trial section of the Act is fairly perfunctory, as is the descxipﬁd
execution in the amphitheater, in which Fructuosus declares his'd
provide an example to the whole Christian community. This is, how,ev
fairly inarticulate example; presumably the audience for the Martyr Act
supply details from tradition. There is an allusion to “the usual mi
this reminder of Christian tradition would also recall more elaborate narr
of the manifestation of divinity called forth by martyrdom. A more imaj
version of Fructuosus’ miracle is depicted by Prudentius, writing somy
after the event: Prudentius carefully supphes 4 manic governor and a fr
demonic crowd.

ia .s_ alike.: For € 2 Was- all that the Holy Splnt"' through Paul “the

Augustahs, Who begged him w1th tears that he might remove his
_he blessed Inartyr rephed “No, let it g0, my son I shall remove

the ﬁre 11Le precxous gold clad m the Iorxca of faith and the galea of
owned Wlth a diadem and a "crown that does not fade”‘“’ because :
tf ot:the Dev;l’s head' PR B O

entius’ fourth-century paean to the revered martyrs concentrates espe-
ally. on those from his native Spain. His version of Fructuosus’ martyrdom
atchets up the emotional ambience quite a bit in comparison to the earlier
act, making the contrast between Christian martyrs and the pagan
cutors a stark one. The Romans rave and thirst for the blood of beasts
men and the Christians eagerly escape from the body’s prison into the

: Source Passzon of the Holy Martyrs Btshop chtuosus and hzs Deacon
.. and Eurogms 2-3; 5,.7:%:The governor: Aen:nhanus saidy "Bnng in thebis
Fructuosus, Augunus and Eulogxus " A court official said, “They are

- !.The governor. Aemmanus sa1d o Fructuosu:s "-Were you aware of the'e
__orders'?” :
: Fructuosus said: I .do not know thelr orclers I am a Chnstlan
The governor Aemihanus said: “They have ordered you to woxsh1 th
Fructuosus said: o | worshxp the one God who has made heaven '
- sea, and all that is in them. ¥ @ 700 il L
" -* The governor Aemilianus said: “Do you know that the gods exis
1"No, I do not,” said. Fructuosus. - s,
- Aemilianus. said::“You will know. later.”. N
. Fructuosus iooLed up to.the Lord and began to pray w1th1n h1msel
¢ Aemilianus.the governor said to Fructuosus “You are a b15hop7’
*“I am,” said Fructuosus. .° i S :
- “You were,” said Aemnilianus. And he sentenced them to be bumt a
As Bishop Fructuosus was being taken to the amphitheater with: his dea
the people began to sympathize with him, for he was much beloved 0

d are. drunk with much blood of wild beasts, when the din rises from
ody shows, and as the gladiator, whose life is held cheap, falls under the
f the stark sword there is a Toar of delight. Here the black official,
den to make ready the fiery torture on a blazing pyre, had laid the topmost
ands on the pile which, by destroying the bodies condemned to the flames,
< to break open the prison cell and-set free from it the souls which were
ing with love of the light.
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ambience of the arena retained its power for Christian-era writers.
dentius’ Psychomachia, roughly translated as Spiritual Battle, makes extensive
AT TIRNERY N TREEETH U0 (R i Renaen toed wd ol w

Christian Rome and the Arena

By t_he time of Augustine, Christianity had become an ofﬁcially-sp 0 :-

R VRN T RS TR A TR DA TRRin s T Un R SR TRIRTRANES
powerful syTbol of Roman oty ot the putpese of Aseing e
the connection between the shows and polytheism, referring to the traditiom] ventual victory of Christianity. In Psychomachia, female virtues, whose
ppearance and motivations match those of celebrated Christian martyrs,
ght against pagan “vices” or rather pagan customs that a newly Christian
ome must now jettison. These are combats sine missione, with much detail

n the defeat of the opponents.

Source: Augustine, Serrmons 198.3:* For such dem ons are pleased with misleac oubtful chances of battle, her rough dress disordered; her shoulders bare, her
songs, with worthless shows, with the varied foulness of-t'he theatre, with atnmmed, her arms exposed; for the sudden glow of ambition, Puming,
frenzy of the games, with the Cruelty of the amphitheatre, with tf’le Vviolent i1 battles, takes no thought to strap on weapons or armor, but trusting in
R : _ strife and Controv.*ersy provocative even of | rave l*feart an‘d unprotected limbs ch‘allenges the dangers of furious war
pport of noxious characters, for instance, of an actor i rder to break them down. Behold first Reverence to the Old Gods dares

match her strength against Faith’s challenge and strike at her. But she, rising

mill'le, a Pla}‘, Or a pant{)mlme Oi d Cllal‘l()teer I f K y Ilg t & = t dCl Aownn ]ts bIO“S boul}d v lth' :[ l] :
' ,0rofa VEIM’IOJ. B acti 1n: I "l str ] es her Oppol‘len S o ’

deceptive spirits rejoice in seduction: ; 73
on; they feast upon the evi] customs :
and
i derfoot the eyes, squeezing them out in death. The throat is choked and the

notoriously vile life of those whom they have misled and entrapped.
cant breath confined by the blocking of its passage and long gasps malke a hard
nd agonizing death. The conquering legion exults, which Queen Faith had
mbled from a thousand martyrs and inspired against the enemy.

- Astrong element of the fatal charade’s mortal irony infuses the death of
'~ Lixuria in Prudentius’ poem, as the essence of self-indulgence is killed in a
gotesque parody of self-consumption. Luxury is an essedaria, brought down
by Sobrietas or Self-Control.

Sour‘ce: Prudentius, Against Symmachys 1.379-392:* Look at the crime-stained
offerings to frightful Dis, to whom is sacrificed the gladiator laid low on the i1l
starred arena, a victim offered to Phlegethon in misconceived expiation f -

urce: Prudentius, Psychomachia 412-429:% The driver, leaning backwards
d pulling back on the reins, nevertheless is carried along, her dripping
hair fouled with dust. And then [Luxuria] is thrown out and the spinning
wheels tangle the driver, for she falls forward under the axle and with her
the grim sight of th ) : S B ;l'angled body slows the chariot down. Sobrietas gives her the death blow as she
' & € parade in the amphitheatre? " lies there, hurling at her a great stone from the rock. .. to smash the breath-
: passage in the middle of the face. .. the teeth within are loosened, the gullet
cut, and the mangled tongue fills it with bloody fragments. Her gorge rises at
the strange meal; gulping down the pulped bones she spews up again the lumps
she swallowed. “Drink now your own blood, after the many winecups,” says
* the virgin [Sobrietas], upbraiding her. “Let these be your grim morsels, in place
" of the excessive sweets vou enjoyed in time past.”

faf darlk Aver.nus finds content and refreshment. [s it not shameful that a st:bn
Imperial nation thinks it needful to offer such sacrifices f

or its country’s welfar
and seeks the help of religion from the vaults of hel]? T



The allure of the spectacles was present for the Christianized audience
Prudentius capitalized on its powertul combination of blood, excitement
horror in his depiction of the battle between good and evil. Augustine rels
the immediacy of the arena’s power in a famous story about his stu
Alypius, whose Christian convictions did not render him “safe” agains
compelling pull of the spectacles. Here, Augustine echoes the misgiy

about the impact of the crowd that had been expressed earlier by Senec
a polytheist context.
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Chariot Races and
Water Shows

Source: Augustine, Con_'fes'_sid_n;': 78“5But tiljl_e_r_'e'was_“no abéndof_i:x_ng ._o_f_;_h Worl
career which his parents: were always talking to him-about.: He: h

Rome before me in order to study the law.and in Rome he had been qu

away, incredibly and. with.a '_;nost’._incr_cﬁdiblg-:f'pa'ssion,' by the gladiatorie

He was, opposed to.such things and detested them; but. he happ
some of his friends and__fellow_pqp_i_ls: on their way back from- dinne

Chariot Races

m.an:_'.traditic.m hailed the circus races as the oldest of Rome’s_spectacles,
blished informally by Romulus, Rome’s legendary founder, himself. The
aces afforded a key opportunity for the Romans in the extended narFatlve
the origins of Roman identity. Frustrated by his attempts to arrange inter-
arri'a'ge with neighboring peoples like the Sabines, Romuius_dem.ded to work
ard his goal using subterfuge, by hosting a regional festival in honor of
':P'od Consus (a.k.a. Neptune) that included ludi circenses or chariot races.

said to them: “You can drag my body. th_ei:e',' _buf-don’t imagin'é'_.'_t._h_a ¥
make me turn my eyes or give my mind to the show. Though there, T h

£

be there, and 5o I shall have the better both of you and of the show
After hearing this his friends were all the keener to bring him: alon
them. No doubt they wanted to see whether he could actually do this
they came to the arena and took the seats which they could find. The
place was seething with savage enthusiasm, but he shut the doors of hi ey

and forbade his soul to go out into a scene of such evil, If only he coul
blocked up his ears too! For in the course of the fight some man fell; thes

iosi i i 7 ree::Livy 1.9:' Deliberately hiding his resentment, [Romulus] prepared to
whatore b mighe s oy oo e rate the Consualia, a solemn festival in honor of Neptune, patron of -the
“and sent notice of his intention all over the neighboring c;ountrymde.
be.'tt'er to advestise it, his people lavished upon their preparagons for the
acle all the resources — such as they were in those days — at their command
"all:"the Sabines were there too, with their wives and children ... Then the
eat moment came; the show began, and nobody had eyes or jchoughts _for
nythlng else. This was the Romans’ opportunity: at a given signal all the
ble-bodied men burst through the crowd and seized the young women.

and he gulped down Savagery. Far from turning away, he fixed his _cy;as:
Without knowing what was happening, he drank in madness, he was deligh

rce: Ovid, Art of Love 1.103-108:* You first, Romulus, did disturb tIﬂ1e games,
hen the rape of Sabine women consoled the wifeless_ men. No awnmgs therT
udgover a marble theater, nor was the platform red with the s'pray of crocuses;
iéfé, artlessly arranged, were garlands which the leafy Palatine had brought
orth; the stage was unadorned; the people sat on rows of turf, any chance
eaiiés'_-.covering their unkempt hair,

others with him.



