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Late Polytheism in Turin and Trent: Some Methodological Remarks!

by FraNCEsCO Massa

Christianisation, Polytheism, and the Alps

At least until the beginning of the fifth century, the
Roman Empire was both multi-cultural and multi-reli-
gious. As the crucible of multiple processes of cohabitation
and interaction, it represented a globalised and intercon-
nected space in which local realities communicated with a
broader Graeco-Roman koine.? How different Christian
groups spread throughout the Roman world must be
analysed in their historical and religious context. Christi-
anity was a component of imperial religions that grew in
importance from the third century onwards.? The study
of “Christianisation”, a truly ubiquitous notion in Late
Antiquity studies,* should include these historical pro-
cesses. Generally speaking, Christianisation is interpreted
as the Christian transformation of all the domains of the
Roman world, from literary and iconographic genres to
the organisation of society, from legislative procedures to
religious traditions. However, Christianisation is a fluid
concept. Some studies insist on the beginning of the pro-
cess: the first attestations of Christian groups in a terri-
tory, or “evangelisation”. Others consider Christianisa-
tion as the end of a process of the Christian transformation
of a given reality.’

It would be difficult to deny the existence of a transfor-
mation of Roman society activated by the dissemination
of Christian beliefs and by the presence of Christians in
the imperial court from the fourth century onwards. Yet,
since Christianity at that time was not a single entity con-
sisting in a coherent set of doctrines, we cannot postulate
that a Christian wave overwhelmed traditional Roman
society. Like every ancient and present identity, an-
cient Christian identity was in continuous construction,
through a comparison (or competition) with the Graeco-
Roman and Jewish traditions.® The notion of Christiani-
sation is problematic because it suggests a one-way phe-
nomenon in which Christianity modifies the “pagan”
world. In reality, even if we postulate the existence of this
phenomenon, it would have been slow and open-ended.”
If the Empire was gradually Christianised in a legal sense,
this institutional transformation into a Christian Empire
does not imply that traditional cults had definitively dis-
appeared since they survived for a long time in various
territories of the Empire. Thus, one cannot isolate the pro-
cess of Christianisation from the role of traditional cults.
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Already in ancient times, Christian tradition recog-
nised that the new religion had penetrated the Alpine
region at a slower pace than elsewhere. At the very begin-
ning of the fifth century, Sulpicius Severus wrote that
“the cult of God had been accepted somewhat late beyond
the Alps” (serius trans Alpes Dei religione suscepta).® Christian
authors deemed that the first martyrdom had taken place
in this area under Marcus Aurelius. As we shall see,
such an image goes hand in hand with the presence
of a more tenacious polytheism in these regions of the
Empire, which resisted the process of Christianisation
until at least the fifth century.

“Last Pagans” and “Late Paganism”

Before focusing on the area of the Alps, one ought to
review the definition of “late paganism” and the “last
pagans”. These expressions have been somewhat canon-
ised by two publications: Pierre Chuvin’s Chronique des
derniers paiens and Alan Cameron’s The Last Pagans of Rome,
respectively published in 1990 and 2011.° T will focus on
three aspects of the rich historiographical debate gener-
ated by these works:!° the chronology, the vocabulary in
use today to describe late polytheism and the available
sources.

First, chronology. Did “late paganism” begin from the
reign of Constantine (312-337) or from that of Theodo-
sius I (379-395)? The perspective changes radically
depending on the chosen starting point. One approach,
still prevalent, considers that the ‘death’ or the ‘twilight’
of paganism started under Constantine and finished under
Theodosius I, with the laws promulgated in 391-392.1
These studies often quote the famous constitution of
November 8, 392, promulgated by Theodosius and his
sons Arcadius and Honorius and addressed to Flavius
Rufinus, magister officiorum and the praetorian prefect of
the East since September 392.12 The constitution banned
anyone from practicing bloody sacrifices, but also discreet
gestures of fidelity to paganism, like to “venerate his lar
with fire, his genius with wine, his Penates with fragrant
odors [...], burn lights to them, place incense before them,
or suspend wreaths for them.”® As Riita Lizzi Testa already
noted, this legislative text was likely a means to settle
accounts between Flavius Rufinus and the pagan Tatian,
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the previous praetorian prefect. Also, it is unlikely that the
constitution was widespread in the West, not only because
the addressee was the prefect of the East, but also because
in August 392 the Frankish general Arbogast had already
appointed Eugene as emperor.'*

As important as it was, this text could not be used to
establish a sort of ‘ban’ on traditional religions, and even
less bring about the ‘death’ of paganism in the Alpine
region, and more generally in the Western Roman Empire
in the last years of the fourth century.” In fact, legislation
against pagans continued well into the fifth and sixth cen-
turies. On April 9, 423 Theodosius II promulgated a law
against the paganos qui supersunt who were considered by
now few in number.!® Whereas a cursory read of the situ-
ation might suggest this was the coup de grace for an already
dying religion, a more thorough investigation leads to
a very different conclusion. The law’s addressee was the
praetorian prefect and consul of 423, Asclepiodotus, the
uncle of Theodosius’ wife Eudocia and thus a member of
the imperial family.”” One should not forget that one cen-
tury later, in 527, Emperor Justinian I still felt compelled
to enact a law against “pagans” ("EAANveg) “who attempt
tointroduce polytheism” (toig Ti)v moAvOiav melpmpévorg
elodyewv).’® While polytheistic cults certainly declined
prominently in the last decades of the fourth century, this
process was far slower than many studies on Late Antiq-
uity have claimed. The picture relayed by the Theodosian
Code is influenced by the fact that public sacrifices occu-
pied the most important place.”” Moreover, one cannot
explain the whole phenomenon as an effect of the Chris-
tianisation of the Empire. As William Van Andringa
pointed out for Gaul, many sanctuaries had stopped func-
tioning by the second half of the third century for reasons
that were unrelated to Christian religion.?’ The same can
be said for Spain, where evidence on public religion stops,
with some exceptions, at the third century.?!

The second aspect is the use of the expression “last
pagans.” It has often been pointed out that the term
“pagans” is problematic as a Christian creation, a label
used to express religious otherness, never used by the cul-
tores deorum to self-define themselves or to claim their reli-
gious affiliation.?? Much has already been written on this
topic so I will not discuss the “pagans” category here.?
Instead, I will focus on a less-studied aspect, the epithet
“last.” On one level, the adjective “last” suggests the idea
that these pagans were destined to disappear. Chronology
is fundamental here: there is substantial difference between
applying the term “last pagans” to those who were still
practising traditional cults when the institutional trans-
formation of the Christian Empire was almost complete in
the early fifth century as opposed to those who practiced
traditional cults in the middle of the fourth century. In the
latter case, the pagans are viewed as destined to be over-
whelmed by the “triumph of Christianity” from the time
of Constantine’s successors, if not that of Constantine
himself. The expression “last pagans” also hints at a sort
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of weariness or exhaustion of polytheism that was alleg-
edly no longer able to respond to the challenges of a
changing world or that had somehow recognised the
impossibility of confronting the victorious new Christian
religion on equal terms. Paradoxically, it would be prefer-
able to speak of ‘first pagans’ since this terminology did
not exist before Christian authors first used the term paga-
nus to indicate polytheists in the second half of the fourth
century.*

Finally, one must consider the available sources. When
working on late antique polytheism, one has the feeling
that around the middle of the fourth century there was a
sudden blackout in the evidence and that the documenta-
tion reappeared only a few decades later, around 380-390,
when the Empire had become Christian. The decrease in
epigraphic evidence is the main reason for this scarceness
of sources, but it preceded Constantine’s era.?> Could
the religions of the Empire really have been eradicated
within a decade or two? This is what the Christian sources
between the end of the fourth and beginning of the fifth
centuries assert when they describe a victorious Christi-
anity sitting on top of a pagan world in ruins. Theories
explaining this disappearance emerged in the Theodosian
age, such as the theory of the “collapse of paganism” found
in the Ecclesiastical History by Rufinus of Aquileia at the
beginning of the fifth century:

Idolorum cultus, qui Constantini institutione et deinceps neg-
legi et destrui coeptus fuerat, eodem imperante conlapsus est.

The cult of idols, which by Constantine’s decision had
begun to be neglected and demolished, collapsed dur-
ing his [scil. Theodosius’] reign.?

This Christian perspective prefigures the still-prevalent
historiographic interpretation that places the beginning
of the decline at the time of Constantine and the coup de
grace under Theodosius. But there is something more in
Rufinus’ conception of the “end of paganism”: his use of
the expression conlapsus est implies that ancient polytheism
collapsed on its own, suddenly and without leaving any
traces. Rufinus’ narrative comes closest to the ‘myths’
about the end of polytheism in the works of Christian
Greek authors, for instance, the myth of the death of Great
Pan, narrated by Plutarch and interpreted by Eusebius of
Caesarea as foretelling the “end of paganism”?” or announ-
cements of the end of paganism claimed by Christian
sources to have been pronounced by pagan oracles, like
the famous announcement that the Arian historian Phi-
lostorgius attributes to the oracle of Delphi at the time of
the emperor Julian.?®

It is worth noting that when documentary sources are
available, the presence and vitality of traditional cults are
attested, even after the Theodosian laws.?’ This is clear
in late fourth century inscriptions in Rome or Ostia,*
or African cities at the beginning of the fifth century,’ or
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again in the ritual practices celebrated by Neoplatonic
philosophers in mid-fifth-century Athens.*? Fifth century
Christian texts — especially homilies and letters — are also
important evidence, in that they present pagans not as a
theological presence, but as inhabitants of the religious
landscape in the East and the West.*

Beyond the attestations of pagan practices, the real
problem is how to interpret these documents about the
traditional rituals in the late fourth and early fifth centu-
ries. Ancient polytheism was not a religion as we under-
stand it today. References to the religions of the Roman
Empire ordinarily use a schema composed of three terms,
Christianity, Judaism and paganism. This way of think-
ing, describing and analysing up the religions of the impe-
rial period is neither neutral nor purely descriptive but
rather derives from Christian attempts to organise and
classify the religious diversity of the time and to show the
existence of three groups with well-established bounda-
ries. This taxonomy is opposed to an everyday reality
where religious identities were more fluid.>

The practices that we call polytheistic were mainly

related to the cultural and social identities of individuals.
Certainly, during the fourth century, some authors
opposed the Christians through religious practices. How-
ever, often individuals who practiced certain rituals did
not question the kind of religious identity that was at-
tached to these practices, since rites could be the expres-
sion of the civic identity of individuals, and could define
their status within society, which also explains why many
Christians continue to celebrate traditional rituals.?> We
will see this in the examples analysed below.

Oriental Cults and Sacred Mountains in the Alps?

There is little information about the polytheistic cults cel-
ebrated in the late antique Alpine region. Speaking of the
representations of the divine in Late Antiquity as part of
the history of the sacred in Cisalpine Gaul, Silvia Giorcelli
Bersani aptly stressed that archaeological traces are too
few to draw a map of the sacred areas.** Some studies
have collected available sources and organised them on a

Fig. |  Excavation of the mithraeum at Martigny (VS).
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regional basis.’” Where sources do exist, the presence of
traditional cults in Late Antiquity is also clearly attested in
the Alpine region. A few cases in point: the mithraeum of
Forum Claudii Vallensium, today’s Martigny, in Valais, the
activity of which is archaeologically attested until at least
the beginning of the fifth century;*® the sanctuary of Isis,
at Industria, on the right bank of the Po, less than 40 km
northeast of Turin, active at least until the beginning of
the fifth century;* even some places of worship in honour
of Mithras in Trentino or Aquileia (Fig. 1);* and other
places, such as the cave in Zillis-Reischen in the Grisons
(Fig. 2).4

These examples are often cited to highlight the vitality
of the so-called “Oriental cults” in the area of the Roman
Alps even in Late Antiquity.* However, these cults were
not more prevalent than others. Indeed, the sanctuary of
Minerva in Breno, near Brescia, was active at least until
the beginning of the fifth century,” and similarly, the
temple of Jupiter on the Grand Saint Bernard Pass, the
road that connects Augusta Praetoria (Aosta) with Forum

Claudii Vallensium.** Nevertheless, some scholars still
interpret the presence of the “Oriental gods” in this area
as a sign of a rivalry between these divinities and Christi-
anity, as if these cults were better able than others to resist
the spread of the new religion.*® I will not go into the
much discussed fact that these cults were fully integrated
into Roman religion and, with the exception of Mithras,
were part of Roman public cults.*® Instead, I would like to
focus on how ancient Christian authors distorted certain
facts. They insisted at length on the role of the so-called
oriental deities in the fourth century: for instance, Firmi-
cus Maternus’ De errore profanarum religionum in the 340s
and at the end of the fourth century, Ambrose of Milan,
Jerome, and Augustine of Hippo, who presented Isis and
Osiris, Mithras, Cybele, Attis and partly Dionysus as the
most vital and important deities of late antique polythe-
ism." Far from providing a neutral description of tradi-
tional religion, the emphasis placed on these deities
reflected their apologetic agenda. By insisting on oriental
cults, Christian authors underscored the barbaric (i.e.,
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Fig. 2 Three-cup vessel with snake figures drinking out of the cups, presumably used in polytheistic rituals in the Zillis cave. Terracotta, middle/
late fourth century, Zillis (GR).
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foreign) element of polytheism in order to stress that
Roman religion was already moribund since pagans went
out looking for cults elsewhere.

This distorted account has influenced the approach to
religious transformations in modern historiography.
Following Franz Cumont and his Les religions orientales
dans le paganisme romain, imperial and late antique poly-
theism have long been and still are described as a tired
religion incapable of responding to the needs of the
Empire’s inhabitants.*® For this reason, the introduction of
oriental divinities, interpreted as saviour gods, would
have contributed to triggering a process of ‘spiritualising’
paganism, even to the point of so-called pagan mono-
theism.* It is as if it was necessary to upgrade the doctri-
nal content of late antique polytheism.>® This dynamic
would have determined a pagan rebirth or reaction in the
second half of the fourth century, especially around the
figure of emperor Julian. To quote Robert Turcan, these
Oriental cults would have allowed “4 un paganisme
obsoléte de redresser la téte.”” As mystery cults, they
would have embodied the experience of a personal
religion that allowed devotees to get closer to the
deities, unlike the anonymous and cold rituals of civic
religion. 2

One last methodological aspect should be pointed out
when studying the polytheistic forms attested in the
Alpine region: the relationship between the so-called
sacredness of the mountain and the ritual practices cele-
brated in this geographical environment. A phenomeno-
logical approach to the study of religion has often seen
mountain areas as privileged spaces for the expression
of human religiosity regardless of historical or cultural
context. From this perspective, mountains as a geograph—
ical element would be sacred in two respects: first, as a
meeting point between heaven and earth, their height
and verticality symbolically associated with the transcend-
ent and the superhuman, and secondly, as the favourite
seat of most divinities®® as well as a privileged space for
theophanies. Without doubt, mountains could be the
place par excellence for otherness and even exoticism.>*
However, they shared this feature with other invulner-
able and inaccessible places (caves, forests, etc.), in asso-
ciation with the idea of natural frontiers and unknown
places.5

Studies of Alpine religions often portray mountain val-
leys as places of epiphany and consequently a context that
exalts devotional practices.*® Yet, according to the sources
of the Roman period that illustrate the presence of cults in
the Alpine region, these spaces present a perfect continu-
ity with the religious practices of the Empire, even when
it comes to places like the temple of Jupiter Poeninus, prob-
ably “the highest sanctuary in the Roman world.”” The
temple was conceived as proof of the civilizing power of
Rome and not as the expression of a mountain sacrality
different from other Roman ritual expressions. Likewise,
“Oriental cults” were perfectly integrated into the Alpine
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region as Roman ritual practices, without any cult modi-
fications due to the geographical context.

This is not to say that ancient sources did not at times
attribute to mountains, and the Alps in particular, a spe-
cial ‘sacred’ status, or that the religiosity of mountains was
not a topic of propaganda.® Even in Antiquity, the wild
and unexplored Alps were associated with the expeditions
of Heracles, the civilizing hero.®® However, I do not
believe that this sacredness was connected to the moun-
tain either in a specific or a universal way. In ancient pol-
ytheisms, ‘nature’ was not the most important category,
since only territory mattered, as observed by Marcel
Detienne.® This is not to say that the natural component
did not influence religious practices, but only that cults
adapted to contexts in which they were practiced and that
mountains did not have a more sacred value than other
places. Vigilius of Trent, which we will analyse presently,
aptly illustrates this issue.

The Distorted Christian Mirror: Vigilius of Trent
and Maximus of Turin

The second part of this article analyses passages from two
Christian authors that provide information on traditional
cults celebrated in two dioceses of the Italia Annonaria.
These are two letters of Vigilius bishop of Trent, and ser-
mons of Maximus, bishop of Turin. Despite their polem-
ical and misleading nature, Christian sources are often the
only surviving ones to transmit some elements of tradi-
tional religious practice in these regions.*

Fumosa gentilitas in the Val di Non

In letters to Simplicianus, bishop of Milan, and to John
Chrysostom, the archbishop of Constantinople,* Vigil-
ius, bishop of Trent, reports on the martyrdom of three
clerics, Alexander, Sisinius, and Martyrius, who were
involved in the evangelization of Anaunia in the Val di
Non, a land about thirty kilometers from Trent. Scholars
usually date the episode to 397. Other contemporary
Christian authors also recount the event, proving that the
episode had a certain resonance in the cities of Northern
Italy.5*

Much has been written about the significance of Chris-
tianisation in this area and about creating a tradition with
these three martyrs as the founders of Christianity in
those lands.®® Some recent studies have also investigated
the Latin text’s many philological problems.® I want to
understand the role of the Alpine context and the rep-
resentation of the cults celebrated in the very last years of
the fourth century and at the beginning of the fifth cen-
tury by the natio barbara, barbarian people, as Vigilius calls
them, who inhabited the Val di Non.?”

In the letter Vigilius sent to John Chrysostom, the nat-
ural context of the Val di Non is described in detail: it
is a locus arduus, “closed by very narrow gorges and with
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virtually only one point of access” (angustis faucibus inter-
clusus, uno paene aditu relaxatus). This place “offers with its
natural setting a kind of spectacle” (spectaculi genus exhibet
scena naturae).*® The natural wonder offered by the site’s
layout transforms Anaunia into a perfect scene for the set-
ting of a martyrdom. The bishop uses mountain context
to create a particular naturalistic and geographical atmos-
phere, but the ritual practices have nothing ‘mountainous’
about them. In the letters of the Christian author, the
mountain does not seem to be endowed with any particu-
lar sacredness, or to be in closer proximity with the divine,
as assumed by a phenomenological approach to the study
of religion. The ritual practices staged in the letters are
Roman, with no natural context affecting the ritual. On
the contrary, Vigilius insists on the way in which the site
resembles an amphitheater, making it ideal for a theatrical
celebration of martyrdom.®

In the Letter to Simplicianus, the valley is in the grip of
fumosa gentilitas, an impressive and unique expression that
indicates a paganism blackened by the smoke of the sacri-
fices that continue to be celebrated.”® As we know, sacri-
fice in its various forms was the core ritual of Roman reli-
gion, shaping and organising not only the relationship
between humans and the divine but also the hierarchies
within the human and divine communities.”! This is why
the first step in the anti-pagan policy of the Christian
emperors was to condemn public sacrifices.”

The reason for putting one of the three Christian priests
to death in Anaunia was not his Christian faith per se, but
the fact that one of them, Alexander, prevented the local
Christians from participating in a traditional ritual. He
was thought to have forbidden offerings from being given
to the devil from a Christian’s house (cum dari hostias diabolo
de christiani domo fideli ministerio prohiberef); he had also
banned the funeral lustration custom (lustri feralis auxilia
proferri).” We are faced with what we might call a misun-
derstanding between the fluid religious identity that was
the norm in Antiquity and the rigidly established and
defined identity that the three Christian evangelisers (and
the Christian authorities) wanted to impose. Alexander
wanted to interfere with a public ritual that involved the
entire community. The occasion is the ceremony of the
lustrum, and commentators have often identified this cere-
mony with the lustral ritual of Ambarvalia, whose name
meant “procession around agricultural land.””* However,
as John Scheid pointed out, the term does not necessarily
mean purification, but “un rite de circumambulation suivi
d’un sacrifice qui constitue et protége 'entité ou le groupe
concerné.””® The main issue is not the fertility of the fields
but the good health of the community.

In Vigilius’ letters, the issue is not even the ‘conversion’
to Christianity. The bishop of Trent wants to show us that
one cannot be Christian and continue to celebrate pagan
rites. He wants to rule out the possibility that pagan and
Christian cults can coexist. The three Christian priests
opposed the contaminatio between pagans and Christians
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which must have been a common situation at the end of
the fourth century. In fact, many of those who called
themselves Christians did not understand why they could
not celebrate a pagan cult.”

This Christian participation in traditional civic rituals
should not come as a surprise. Indeed, it is difficult to
imagine how anyone could be part of the town commu-
nity without effectively participating in traditional reli-
gious festivals.”” The question, moreover, was at the center
of Christian reflection at the beginning of the fifth cen-
tury, as shown by a passage in the Consultationes Zacchei
christiani et Apollonii philosophi. In this dialogue between a
Christian and a pagan philosopher, the author polemically
asks Christians why they worship pagan images “even in
public worship” (etiam publica adoratione). The text is also
critical of Christian authorities who do not prevent these
practices: cur hoc uestri non prohibent sacerdotes?” When
Christian authors speak of image veneration and public
ceremonies, it is extremely likely that these were ceremo-
nies in which sacrifices played an important role.”” As we
shall see, contaminatio is also condemned by Maximus in
Turin in the same period.

After killing two of the three priests and leaving Alex-
ander for dead, the people of Anaunia turned their fury
against the “religious buildings” (religiosa fastigia), another
unique expression. After destroying the church that had
been built in the village, a pyre was built to burn the bod-
ies of the clerics. The fire of martyrdom was built “in the
presence of the idol of old Saturn” (in conspectus idoli veteris
Saturni).®® As Rita Lizzi Testa notes, the local population
that Vigilius represents as an expression of rusticitas is actu-
ally perfectly integrated into the Roman world. In 46
AD, Emperor Claudius had granted the inhabitants of
Anaunia Roman citizenship;®' they were also integrated
into the municipium of Trent.®2 The insistence on the savage
aspects of their behaviour, and especially their religious
practices, is a rhetorical strategy that presents paganism as
violent and savage, driven entirely by archaic agrarian tra-
ditions. The reference to Saturn also fits into this narra-
tive.

This is not to deny that the cult of Saturn still played
a role in the Val di Non in the late fourth century. In
today’s villages of Cles and Romeno, the excavated mate-
rial led to postulate the existence of a place of worship in
honour of that god.®* In the epiclesis attested by epigraphy
(dominus, augustus, sanctus), there may also be that of patrius
in a third-century inscription.®* Such a denomination
could emphasize the ‘national’ character of the god and
his importance within the community.® If this is true,
the burning of the bodies of Christian clerics before the
idol of Saturn, as recounted by Vigilius, could be read as
punishment of those who sought to endanger the civic
identity of the community. Despite Vigilius' polemical
strategy, his letters offer us a small trace of the cults that
were still practiced in the Alpine valleys of the Rhaetian
province.
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Maximus and the Pagan Rituals in Turin

Moving from Val di Non to Turin and reading the ser-
mons pronounced by bishop Maximus between 395 and
415, we may gain some valuable insights into the religious
landscape of this subalpine reality.®® Turin had acquired
strategic importance in Late Antiquity. The city served as
a place of passage between northern Italy and the transal-
pine territories.’’” Maximus’ episcopate coincided with a
period of political instability due to groups of barbarian
soldiers that threatened northern Italian cities. The fear
of the enemy’s invasions was rife — as Maximus says, the
sounds of war are heard in the city.?

In his sermons, which focus on the city and its sur-
roundings, he also mentions the traditional ritual prac-
tices of the Roman world on several occasions. These rites
are not merely a homiletic topic. Maximus’ sermons tes-
tify that traditional rituals were still celebrated, and that
Christians also took part in them. In a recent analysis of
the terms gentiles and pagani in Maximus’ work, Esteban L.
Noce pointed out that, contrary to what historiography
takes for granted, the two terms cannot be considered
synonyms. Gentilitas referred to the condition of those
who did not yet know the Christian faith and were there-
fore the target of the bishop’s evangelization; the term
pagani, which appears only twice in the entire corpus, is
applied to those who had rejected the teachings of the
Christian religion.®

One part of the pagan practice to which Maximus of
Turin refers was connected to the fields. A particularly
explicit example from Sermon 107 is entirely devoted to
the problem of the presence of pagan idols in the Turin
estates and the fact that the owners tolerate their celebra-
tions:

Tu igitur, frater, cum tuum sacrificare rusticus cernis nec
prohibes immolare, peccas si non data copia at tamen permissa
licentia.

Therefore, brother, when you see your farmhand sacri-
ficing and do not forbid him from making his offering,
you sin — if not by having provided the wherewithal,
then by having permitted the liberty.*

Once more, the problem for Christian authorities was the
celebration of animal sacrifices. According to Maximus,
they were still very common outside the city. Later in the
same sermon, Maximus describes one of these rituals in
greater detail:

Et si ad agrum processeris, cernis aras ligneas et simulacra lapi-
dea congruens mysterium, ubi diis insensibilibus aris putrescen-
tibus ministratur. Cum maturius uigilaveris et videris saucium
vino rusticum, scire debes quoniam, sicut dicunt, aut dianaticus
aut aruspex est. Insanum enim numen amentem solet habere
pontificem. Talis enim sacerdos parat se vino ad plagas deae

ZAK, Band 79, Heft 3+4/2022

suae, ut dum est ebrius, poenam suam miser ipse non sentiat.
Hoc autem non solum de intemperantia[m| sed et de arte faci-
unt, ut minus vulnera sua doleant, dum vini ebrietate iactantur.
Vanus plane vatis est, qui putat crudelitate astruere pietatem.

And if you go out to the fields you notice wooden altars
and stone images — appropriate for a mystery in which
unfeeling gods are ministered to on rotten altars. When
you rise early and see your farmhand suffering from a
hangover, you should know that, as they say, he is
either a devotee of Diana or a haruspex, for an insane
spirit is accustomed to having a mad priest. Such a
priest prepares himself with wine for his goddess’
wounds, and since he is drunk the wretch does not feel
his own pain. But they do this not only from intemper-
ance but also according to plan, so that they may be less
troubled by their wounds on succumbing to the drunk-
enness of wine. Vain indeed is the soothsayer who
thinks to add to piety with cruelty. And how merciful
is such a god to others when he is so bloodthirsty to his
own priests?®!

The landscape of the countryside around Turin undoub-
tedly bears the signs of a traditional ritual presence (Fig.
3). First, there are arae and simulacra to which sacrificial
victims were offered. The verb “to immolate” indicates
the act of putting an animal to death — Maximus treats the
blood of the victims as an element that contaminates the
land. Second, there are still pagan ritual agents. Maximus
proposes two possible interpretations of the drunken far-
mer/priest. He could be a haruspex, a function that would
link him to the sacrificial rites attributed to him, or a dia-
naticus. The latter term is a hapax that occurs only in this
text by Maximus. Although the link with the theonym
Diana is evident, it is not easy to identify exactly what the
term refers to. Translators and commentators have often
spoken of a “possessed priest of the goddess Diana” and
have linked the cult “to the propitiatory rites of rural acti-
vity.”?2 From the point of view of the Christian imagery,
this figure could also refer to the procession of the goddess
Cybele and the practices of her followers.

This passage, as well as others,” is often used to assert
the presence of polytheistic cults in the early fifth century.
However, their presence would then have been ‘confined’
to the countryside because polytheism had become the
religion of the peasants in contrast to a citizen Christian-
ity practiced by the elite.” In the countryside, a sort of
pagan resistance would have existed around an “ancestral
religiosity.” This image of traditional religion reduced
to the worship of pagani, as inhabitants of the pagus, is
problematic.”® Both in the West and the East, pagan per-
sonalities, who often held important public positions, still
resided in the cities of the Empire. The polytheism of this
time was not only a consequence of the conservatism in
the less central areas, as revealed in the homilies that John
Chrysostom addressed to the inhabitants of the rich and
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Fig. 3 Relief of the Roman forest god Silvanus located in the vicinity of
Turin, on the Val di Susa that connected the city with the Alps. Second
century CE.

refined metropolis of Antioch. At least according to the
account given by Libanius in his oration Pro templis, it
would seem that the countryside was more subject to
forced Christianisation perhaps because it was less subject
to the control of the city authorities.””

I believe that Maximus’ depiction of rural paganism is
actually linked to a broader social problem. The bishop
was addressing first and foremost the wealthy publicin the
city who had landed estates in the countryside.”® Through
his emphasis on the practices of the peasants, the bishop
speaks with the same ambiguous attitude of the more
affluent inhabitants of the city. It is no accident that, again
in Sermon 63, the presence of the gentiles is by no means
limited to the countryside, but is in fact pervasive:

Non solum autem gentilium, sed et Iudaeorum consortia vitare
debemus, quorum etiam confabulatio est magna pollutio. Hii
etenim arte quadam insinuant se hominibus domos penetrant
ingrediuntur praetoria aures iudicum et publicas inquietant, et
ideo magis praeualent, quo magis sunt inpudentes.

We ought to avoid, though, the companionship not
only of the gentiles but also of the Jews, with whom
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even a conversation is a great contamination. For with
their artfulness they ingratiate themselves with people,
get into homes, enter into the palaces of governors,
and disturb the ears of judges and of the common folk,
and the more shameless they are the more influential
they are.”

The passage is a fine example of the threefold division of
the religious world into Gentiles, Jews and Christians.!*
Maximus presents Christianity’s typical depiction of a
world in which religious identities are rigidly defined.
Pagans are not only drunken peasants. They are present
in the houses of the city, in the courts; Maximus truly
believes that they still have a strong agency if they are
able to influence judges.!! The passage is also interesting
because it shows Maximus’ rhetorical strategy in his fight
against paganism and, more broadly, religious otherness.
Part of the reflection on pagans, as well as Jews and here-
tics, concerns the pollutio, the “contamination” to which
Christians expose themselves even if merely speaking to
them.!?2 The categories of pure and impure are common
in the late antique religious debate: as Pierluigi Lanfranchi
has highlighted, the analysis of Christian texts shows “a
real, concrete, physical fear of pollution.”®

Conclusion

The limited traces of late polytheism in the territories of
the Alps confirm the continuity of some rituals between
the end of the fourth and the beginning of the fifth centu-
ries. Regardless of the fact that the Christian sources were
tainted with the polemical intent of ecclesiastical authori-
ties, they insisted on the exclusive dimension of Christian
identity, while the ritual reality was in fact certainly more
varied.’®* Unfortunately, amongst the available sources
dealing with the Alpine region none are by pagan authors,
in contrast to other regions. For instance, in his Life of Pro-
clus, Marinus describes the sacrificial practices performed
by the Neoplatonic philosopher in the fifth century within
the space of the city. However, the few available sources
show that orthopraxy is at the heart of late antique poly-
theism and that the cultores deorum show great allegiance to
these practices.

We do not know how the polytheisms of Late Antiq-
uity would have developed if they had not been the focus
of prohibitions by political and ecclesiastical authorities.
However, we do know that, in the course of the institu-
tional Christianisation of the empire, pagan religious
practices were neither ‘moribund’, ‘Christianised’ or even
organised as ‘armed resistance’ against the advances of
Christianity.!® Instead, the cults had to adapt to changes
in society, as had always been the case. They also reconfig-
ured some practices based on current legislative restric-
tions.
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RIASSUNTO

In un volume centrato sulla molteplicita e varieta dei processi legati alla
diffusione del cristianesimo nelle regioni alpine, il presente saggio si
concentra su alcune dinamiche connesse alla presenza di culti politeisti
trala fine del IV e I'inizio del V secolo. In primo luogo, vengono messe
a confronto alcune categorie e nozioni che si riferivano alla religione
romana tradizionale e che erano comunemente utilizzate nella Tarda
Antichitd e nel contesto alpino. In un secondo momento, invece, si
utilizzano alcune opere di Vigilio di Trento e di Massimo di Torino
come casi di studio, analizzando, in particolare, il ruolo dei sacrifici
per capire quali elementi del politeismo tardoantico rappresentassero
ancora un pericolo per le autorit ecclesiastiche.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Der vorliegende Beitrag konzentriert sich auf bestimmte Dynamiken
im Zusammenhang mit der Prisenz polytheistischer Kulte zwischen
dem Ende des vierten und dem Beginn des fiinften Jahrhunderts,
wobei der Schwerpunkt auf den vielfiltigen und unterschiedlichen
Prozessen im Zusammenhang mit der Ausbreitung christlicher Grup-
penim Alpenraum liegt. Zunichst méchte ich einige hiufig verwen-
dete Kategorien und Vorstellungen iiber die traditionelle rémische
Religion in der Spitantike und im alpinen Kontext vergleichen.
Anschliessend werde ich einige Werke von Vigilius von Trient und
Maximus von Turin als Fallstudien heranziehen, um zu verstehen,
welche Elemente des spitantiken Polytheismus eine Gefahr fiir die
kirchlichen Autorititen darstellten.
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RESUME

Dans le cadre d’un ouvrage consacré principalement 2 la multiplicité
et variété des processus liés 2 la diffusion du christianisme dans les
régions alpines, la présente contribution se concentre sur certaines
dynamiques relatives 2 la présence de cultes polythéistes entre la fin
duIVeetle début du Ve siécle. Tout d’abord, I’article établit une com-
paraison entre des catégories et notions qui avaient un lien avec la
religion romaine traditionnelle et étaient communément utilisées
durant ’Antiquité tardive et dans le contexte alpin. Par la suite, il
utilise les textes de Vigile de Trente et Maxime de Turin comme
étude de cas pour comprendre quels éléments du polythéisme de
I’Antiquité tardive représentaient encore un danger pour les autorités
ecclésiastiques, en analysant notamment le réle des sacrifices.

SUMMARY

This paper addresses specific dynamics related to the presence of pol-
ytheistic cults between the end of the fourth and the beginning ofthe
fifth centuries, whereby it is focused on the multiple and varied pro-
cesses linked to the spread of Christian groups in the Alpine region.
First, I intend to compare some commonly used categories and
notions about traditional Roman religion in Late Antiquity and in
the Alpine context. Next, I will use some works by Vigilius of Trent
and Maximus of Turin as case studies to understand which elements
of late antique polytheism still represented a danger for ecclesiastical
authorities. The role of sacrifices will be more particularly analysed.
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