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Introduction

Augustine is the person about whom we know most in the ancient world. Sixteen hundred years later, he can still be followed in changing detail through his own voluminous writings. For that reason alone, he is a fascinating study, inexhaustible evidence for a world both like and unlike our own. It still amazes me that we can read the very words of himself and his debaters on exact days as far away as 13 November 386 or 28 August 392. The ancient world is suddenly very close to us.

Augustine is also a Christian and is immediate to many readers for that reason too. When I began this book, both the Pope and the Archbishop of Canterbury were distinguished scholars of his thought and context. I do not share their, or Augustine’s, faith, but, like them, I am intrigued by his restless intelligence and his exceptional way with words. My greatest debt, therefore, is to Augustine, who is always articulate about himself and his beliefs. I have often wondered how he would write to me, belittling my worldly multiplicity, but failing, I think, to dislodge it.

Like many others across the world, I have been inspired and sustained in my interest in him by Peter Brown’s superb biography, first published in 1967. As he is the first to realize, the continuing flood of modern studies and even, remarkably, some newly found evidence alter some of its viewpoints after nearly fifty years. He has outlined in a second edition how he would adjust to them and I have remained aware that he would have done so in ways which I am not even able to see. I have said less on guilt and more on mysticism and I have presented differently Augustine’s relation to Neoplatonism and to a ‘lost future’ in his middle age. I have had the luxury of much more space, as my book stops with the Confessions. I have therefore given more attention to the disputed details of his conversions and much more to the next eleven years of his writings and actions before he began to confess. I have a different view of the immediate context of the Confessions, their genre and their length of composition. I also have more to say about the last three books, ones which perplex initial readers but which I have come to value most.

There are many fine short books on Augustine, from Marrou to Chadwick, Trapé to Te Selle. I saw no reason to add another, so I opted for a long book, based on my own reading of all Augustine’s surviving writings until September 397. I have deliberately minimized my use of his writings after that date, partly for a practical reason, my relative ignorance, partly because myopia has advantages, as he himself composed the Confessions without knowing what he would write later.

I have planned the book with a clear structure for which a musical analogy may be helpful. Throughout, it is composed as a biographical symphony whose theme is Augustine’s life up to the age of forty-three. The first half, or movement, is mostly about conversions, with confessing as an undercurrent. The second half is mostly about confessing, with conversions now the undercurrent, his conversions of others rather than himself. Throughout, I allow pagan Libanius and Christian Synesius to play variations on some of the chords. Neither of them had Augustine’s intelligence, but, behind their rhetoric and complex style, I have found myself sympathizing with each of them too, at least over what they present as the most important items in their lives.

Augustine is the subject of a yearly torrent of scholarship across the world. I owe it a debt which readers, I hope, will bear in mind throughout. The challenge is less to say something which has nowhere been said before than to decide what to believe and why and what to work into a new whole. I have been helped by many lifelong experts who have looked kindly on yet another Augustine book. Two visits to Villanova University and the kindness of Fr Allan Fitzgerald at its Augustinian Institute have been most helpful. So has much modern scholarship across Europe and America, in particular the incisive writings of Henry Chadwick, the detailed commentaries by the great expert J. J. O’Donnell and the French tradition, old and new. At every turn I have learned from its past masters, Aimé Solignac, Pierre Courcelle and Jean Pépin, more recently from Georges Folliet and above all Goulven Madec, whose cigarette, at least, I once lit, before receiving a terse answer to a question about Augustine’s ideas about ‘weight’ and the soul. The exact writings of Martine Dulaey and the brilliant studies by Isabelle Bochet have continued to make me see much which I would otherwise have missed. Augustine’s writings have long been scrutinized for allusions to the pagan classical authors, but although his use of Christian authors began very soon after his conversion, it has only recently been studied in similar detail. ‘His learning is too often borrowed,’ Gibbon slyly remarked in a note to his great Decline and Fall, ‘his arguments, too often his own.’ We are now better placed than Gibbon to test this remark against Augustine’s early years, thanks especially to the work of Dulaey, Bochet and Nello Cipriani.

In Britain, the expertise of Gillian Clark, Carol Harrison, G. J. P. O’Daly, Roger Tomlin and Neil McLynn has been invaluable, accompanied by the kindness of many colleagues across the world who have sent me articles, books and helpful references, including A.-I. Bouton Touboulic, John P. Kenney, Paula Fredriksen, Christoph Markschies, Sigrid Mratschek, Michael Williams, Jason BeDuhn, Frisbee C. Sheffield and Peter Brown. I am particularly grateful to those who have read and criticized all or part of the book. My American publisher, Lara Heimert, made penetrating comments on its shape and structure. My English publisher, Stuart Proffitt, read it with the closest attention to its phrasing and intellectual blind spots. Mark Edwards commented acutely on my chapters on the Platonists and Neil McLynn on the two about Rome and Milan. It is a special pleasure to me that Samuel Lieu found time to comment on the Manichaean chapters forty years after I read his important thesis on Mani and his mission in Asia which revived my interest in that subject. Sigrid Mratschek read the last six chapters with her exacting eye and tightened their contents with her unrivalled knowledge of the exchanges of letters between the protagonists. In Oxford, Matthieu Pignot has helped invaluably with the notation and correction of the text and has given me encouragement on many of its topics, especially Augustine’s catechumenate, on which his research is particularly important. Jonathan Yates of Villanova University then read most of the book at short notice with kind patience and expert attention, a masterclass which has improved it in many ways. None of these readers would have written as I have, but I have responded carefully to what they have corrected and adjusted. Their own views of Augustine would often be different.

My fellow classicists tend either to be cool towards Augustine or else to be unsure what his confessions and conversions really are. I have written to be intelligible, whatever the reader’s prior knowledge of the subject. The effort requires more exposition than a book written for hard-pressed scholars only. I have been helped on the way by many able Oxford pupils who were encountering this subject after the insights of Herodotus, Thucydides, Aristophanes, Plato and many others in the classical world which we love. Jonathan Fowles, Caroline Halliday, Michael Blaikley, Joshua Horden, Joseph Diwakar, Isabel Sunnucks and Christopher Micklem have all made me rethink some of my views, as has Ella Grunberger-Kirsh, while adding a dossier, fit for the modern social worker, on the case of Augustine, his mother, his home and the elusive Father with whom, he believed, he had briefly established contact.

A full bibliography of all that I have read for each chapter would make the book unwieldy. Instead, I have picked out a few studies on each one, emphasizing them in prefaces to the notes on each chapter so as to orient readers. In a general preface I have given the bibliographical aids which are most helpful, especially in this digital age. I am exceptionally grateful to Matthew Lloyd for his skilled and dedicated typing, a far cry from Iron Age Greece, and above all to Henry Mason for his meticulous typing, formatting and criticisms which have made this book possible. William Golightly began by encouraging me with early notes and Katie Hager continued, but here too I pay special thanks to Matthieu Pignot for checking my references to Augustine, especially in the second half of the book. I am extremely grateful to Eugene Ludwig and his fund at New College, Oxford, which made a grant to me for the costs of preparing the book with such excellent helpers. I would have liked to thank the Bodleian Library after its many years as my working home, but it is no longer a pleasure to work on patristic authors in it after the upheavals imposed in 2013 and the breaking by the former Librarian, Sarah Thomas, of the carefully planned link between pagan and Christian worlds which had underlain its lower reading rooms productively for many years. Research into Augustine now means crawling on hands and knees to find essential journals in a sub-basement, while recent major books on Augustine have gone unordered. I am especially grateful, therefore, to New College’s Librarian, Naomi van Loo, and her skilled detection of essential books and articles elsewhere in Europe. She and Rebecca Hutchins have been typically helpful to me in many ways.

I first encountered Augustine on an April Sunday in 1966 in the then-unspoilt Tuscan town of San Gimignano while wallflowers tumbled in red and yellow down the medieval towers beside the small central square. My uncle, Christopher Loyd, had taken me and my sister there from Florence and, after lunch and my first encounter with brandy, showed us the Gozzoli frescoes of Augustine’s life in S. Agostino. I owe a conversion to that enchanted day, to Italy and its art, which have remained a yearly part of my life. The cover image of this book is chosen as a tribute to it.




1

Confession and Conversion

I

At the end of the fourth century AD a man in his early forties began to compose an intimate prayer to God. What emerged from his hours of solitude was a long Latin text, half of which revisited ‘what I once was’, the sins and errors of his early years. He told of his thefts as a boy, his remarkable mother, his concubine, his membership of an outlawed religious group, his love of sex, his worldly aspirations. He then undertook to set out ‘what I [now] am’, but the autobiographical details disappeared. He reflected at length on the nature of memory and the sins which still tempted him, whether the pleasure of hearing praises of himself or his idle delight in watching a spider catch a fly. He then began a complex meditation on the first two chapters of the Book of Genesis and its story of Creation. He found hidden meanings beneath the surface of many of its verses. He reflected on eternity and discussed our awareness of time in an argument whose brilliance still impresses philosophers. After thirteen books, only nine of which discuss ‘what I once was’, he concluded with praises of the goodness of God and an expression of man’s hope for future rest in heaven.

This work, the Confessions, is like none other before or since. It is a Christian masterpiece, but its spell has spread far beyond the Christian Church. Its author, Augustine, composed it as a newly appointed bishop in the north African city of Hippo. He had been born in November 354, the child of a pagan father and a Christian mother in what is now eastern Algeria but was then proconsular Africa under Roman rule. Like his family, the world into which he came was not predominantly Christian, even forty years or so after the Emperor Constantine’s unexpected support for its Christian minority. Augustine was baptized at Easter, 387, in his thirty-third year and then lived on to share Christians’ hopes of a new Christian era, keenly anticipated in the closing years of the fourth century. In 397, when he started to compose his confessions, wandering Huns were invading Greece, but they lay far beyond the subject of his book. Thirteen years later he had to make sense of the unimaginable, the sack of Rome by barbarian invaders in 410, the city which had been described as ‘eternal’ by Virgil, the beloved poet of his youth. After twenty more years as a bishop, he confronted yet another crisis, the invasion of barbarian Vandals who crossed from Spain and besieged Hippo, the city of his Christian community. He died there in August 430 at a critical point in what is still regarded as the fall of the Roman Empire in the West. It was a change which he had never contemplated in his early life.

These worldly changes did not interrupt his awesome flow of writings. They range from treatises on Christian conduct to philosophical dialogues and works of abstract theology and polemic. More than 400 of his sermons survive, some of which would have lasted for at least two hours when delivered in church, but the survivors are barely a fourteenth of those which he preached, some 8,000 in all. We have nearly 300 of his letters, but they are only a fraction of those he exchanged with correspondents. Amazingly, ever more of his sermons and letters continue to be found, preserved in manuscripts in which later Christians copied his and other contemporaries’ works: four of his sermons were discovered as recently as 2007.1 Not since the first philosophers after Alexander had anyone written so many books, far exceeding the ‘metrics’ of the professors who now study them. They make the last forty-four years of Augustine’s life the best-known in the ancient world.

Even so, the Confessions transform our knowledge of him, not least by revisiting his early years, from which nothing written by or about him survives. They contain autobiographical detail, but they are not an autobiography, as books on ‘the self’ or ‘life-writing’ still tend to classify them. From start to finish they are a prayer, addressed by Augustine to God, but intended to be overheard by readers.

This unusually lengthy prayer does not reveal how it was being composed: was it written or was it, perhaps, dictated? Some ten years before, Augustine had composed Soliloquies, a novel sort of dialogue between himself and his own Reason.2 In it, Reason told him to write down his thinking and not to dictate it, because such intimate matters require ‘solitude’. Most of the confessions address even more intimate matters: was Augustine still obeying Reason and writing his prayer? Was he perhaps speed-writing it, as shorthand was a widely practised skill? In another work, Augustine described it as useful so long as it does not divert its users from God. He might perhaps have learned it as an aid to his former career as a public speaker. He even refers to his ‘pen’. When he turns to analyse ‘what I am’, he tells God how he is wanting to ‘do the truth’ in his heart ‘in Your presence, Lord’, but ‘in my pen, before many witnesses’. He is not confessing, he says, in ‘words and voice of the flesh’, but in ‘words of the soul and in the cry of my thinking’. His prayer is ‘silent in clamour, but calling out in emotion’.3 Was he writing a silent shorthand version, to be passed on to a secretary for a longhand copy which he could check and revise?

These hints are not as decisive as they may appear. Augustine refers to what ‘we have written’, but in antiquity ‘writing’ could include dictation. He describes himself as praying ‘with my mouth and pen’, but the ‘pen’ may be metaphorical: it refers to our Psalm 45, whose psalmist describes his tongue as the ‘pen of a scribe writing swiftly’.4 When he refers to his prayer as ‘silent in clamour’ and composed in ‘words of the soul’, he may be referring only to its silent preliminary formation. These two stages are described by Augustine in his own sermons. ‘I have thought out what I will say,’ he tells a congregation, ‘I would not speak unless I had previously composed in my mind.’ The confessions’ ‘words of the soul’ may allude to this first, inner stage, which has been well described as the ‘silent, dry run’.5 Like others in antiquity, he would then dictate the result to a copyist. Augustine was already a practised dictator of expositions of the Psalms or sermons in church which were taken down by shorthand secretaries. As a bishop, he had expert secretaries in his household.

If he was dictating his long prayer, was he standing or perhaps sitting down? Augustine had discussed the correct position for prayer scarcely a year before beginning his confessions and concluded that there was no one answer. However, Christians often prayed on their knees with their hands held upwards or, in North Africa, out sideways: writing then became impossible.6 If Augustine was kneeling while he prayed, he could have dictated the Confessions in pre-formed passages to a secretary in the room who was using shorthand.

An oral method of composition helps to explain why the Confessions are a joy to read, and above all to recite, even for those who find it easier to believe in style and words than in their intended audience, God. Their account of his early years resonates with words from the non-Christian poets and authors whom he was studying at that time. These echoes charm modern classicists, but in the second half of the work they disappear when he leaves his non-Christian schooling behind. He then encounters Platonist philosophy and in due course builds one long sentence, an entire paragraph in our modern texts, around language of the philosopher who most influenced him.7 Similar philosophic language abounds in his concluding meditation on the biblical Creation. His main resource, however, is his command of scriptural phrases, especially words from several psalms combined into one.8 His aim was not to cite scripture, as the identifying notes and brackets in modern texts imply. He was praying, and he would not stop to look up the phrases which he used. His memory of them was not always word-perfect. He was praying, and they came as readily to his mind as poetic phrases or ‘formulas’ once came to Homer’s. The great writings of antiquity may thus describe a circle across more than a thousand years. Homer composed by drawing on earlier oral poets’ traditional phrases and in many scholars’ opinion, including mine, by leaving an ‘oral dictated text’ of his poems. Augustine, I believe, composed by weaving scriptural phrases into a long prayer, the greatest oral dictated text of Latin prose.

Nobody had called a book ‘Confessions’ before, but in the Hebrew scriptures confessions of sins were already well represented. In Jerusalem, Ezra had prayed and made confession while weeping. He also called for the assembled ‘men of Judah and Benjamin’ to ‘confess publicly’ their sins to the Lord, their marriages to foreign women. They were prevented from confessing by heavy rain. The psalmists, meanwhile, confessed their sins and God’s greatness, and, in the ‘Greek age’ after Alexander, even the legendary Jewish patriarchs were said to have confessed on their deathbeds. In fictional ‘testaments’, each one was presented as confessing his dominant sin, in Dan’s case anger, in Simeon’s jealousy, in Reuben’s sexual temptation: ‘concerning women’, a male author made him say, ‘the angel of the Lord has told and taught me, that women are overcome by fornication even more than men, and in their hearts, men are what they plot against’.9 Even the scriptures’ supreme royal idolater, King Manasseh, was made to confess, repent and praise the Lord Almighty in a fictional prayer. It fills half a page in the apocryphal section of modern Bibles, but in the early sixth century AD it was copied in red and purple letters at Hierapolis in ancient Phrygia (inland, in modern Turkey). Recently rediscovered in a small room, it had been copied so that the houseowner could call on God whenever he read it. ‘Thou wilt save me that am unworthy, according to thy great mercy. And I will praise thee for ever, all the days of my life …’ Augustine’s confessions have a similar scope.10

In pagan texts too, confessions of misbehaviour are well attested. In Roman law a confession before a judge usually sufficed for the confessor to be sentenced without more ado. In the Hellenistic world it became a commonplace to confess that wrongdoing was only human: ‘I’m a man, I did wrong …’ Confessions to a god were not so frequent and were thought by philosophers to be a sign of excessive fear before a divinity. They looked more favourably on confessions by students of philosophy: in the small groups of Epicurus and his friends, c.300 BC, ‘mutual confession was a way of … self-improvement between members of the beloved community’, made to one another, not to God.11 In Latin literature, confession to a god proliferates in the least likely place, Petronius’ scandalous fiction, the Satyricon. Its narrator in the age of Nero (c.AD 60) has been aptly credited with ‘confession-compulsion’. He even confesses in prayer to the sexual divinity Priapus: ‘I come to you, pure and a suppliant … forgive me …’ and then he specifies the animals which he will offer to Priapus in return. Inland in western Asia, in the Roman Imperial age, inscribed texts in Greek bear witness to a similar practice in real life. In villages in Lydia or Phrygia, people testified to their misdeeds, their punishment by a deity, and their offerings to propitiate them (including the little monument on which their words are inscribed). They conclude with praises of the god or goddess concerned. Loosely classified as ‘confession-monuments’, they have also been understood as ‘inscribed monuments (stelai) of exaltation’.12

Augustine’s confessions are quite different from these faraway pagan practices. Whereas Petronius’ hero or people in Anatolia promised gifts to the gods who had punished them, Augustine praises God’s gifts to himself (including punishment) and promises nothing material in return. His relationship to God is one of love and humility, not the practical reciprocity which typified pagans and their gods. For him, as for the Hebrew psalmists, confession had two aspects: a confession of sins and a ‘testifying’ to God’s works and goodness. In pagan literature, such a two-sided confession is very rare, but it is exemplified, strikingly, by a Roman emperor. In 177/8, Marcus Aurelius added a first, prefatory book to the ‘meditations’ which he had addressed to himself. In it he looked back on his life in terms of the care which the gods had taken of it.13 He thanked them for giving him virtues and a well-timed impulse to practise philosophy. He also thanked them for his not having ‘made himself a man’ before the due time, for having ‘even postponed sexual relations for a while’, for not having been brought up ‘for too long with my grandfather’s concubine’ and for the fact that ‘I did not touch either Benedicta or Theodotus’, two unknowns whose names suggest a Jewish or even a Christian presence in the young Marcus’ household. ‘Even when I later took up erotic passions, I was soon cured of them.’ Thanks and confession coexist here: ‘the helping gods’, the emperor writes, ‘and Fortune are needed for all such things.’ Two centuries later Augustine came to a similar conclusion, but by a very different route.

Augustine often mentions ‘conversion’, but what does he mean by it? Long before him, pagan Greeks and Romans had described conversions, but they were mostly conversions to philosophy and its accompanying way of life. Such a conversion had already been presented by Plato in his marvellous story of the darkened Cave, whose inhabitants could see only reflections of images being carried behind them. As they sat there, they even gave prizes to those who best recalled the reflections in the right order, the first ‘Oscars’ for judges of ‘special effects’ being projected onto the wall before them. When one member of the audience escaped to the world of sunlight beyond, it was such a ‘change’, or conversion, Plato tells us, that he no longer wished to return to the dark. Less dramatically, the philosopher Seneca could write to his friend Lucilius about his own progress. ‘I realize I am not only being converted, but transformed … it is a sudden change and I want to share it.’ It was expressed in short sayings, the Roman equivalents of ‘thought for the day’: for example, ‘I am beginning to be a friend to myself.’14

In the Bible conversions proliferate, in the sense of turning exclusively to one God and away from all others. The Greek word for such a turning, epistrophē, occurs more than 550 times in the Greek translations of the Hebrew scriptures. In the Latin translations which Augustine used, the word became conversio.15 Only in a Latin fiction did a pagan convert to the cult of a divinity and regard it as his one cult before all others. Even if Augustine perhaps knew this forerunner, the Golden Ass by a fellow north African, Apuleius, his confessions owed nothing to it. Unlike its fictional hero’s conversion, his own occurred in real life. As many as fifteen conversions by other people are mentioned in his confessions’ text. Conversions to one and only one God were happening all around him, as men and women converted to Christianity from pagan worship. They were also occurring within Christianity when individuals converted to a life of sexual and worldly renunciation.
 
The Latin word conversio had a more general scope. It could mean a re-turning to God by someone who had ‘turned away’ (a-versio). Literally, it could refer to the turning round of a congregation in church, as we learn from one of Augustine’s most recently found sermons. Its hearers were told to ‘turn’, facing away, it would seem, from the apse and also, by analogy, to ‘turn’ to God in their own lives. Less familiarly for our English usage, conversio could refer to God’s own ‘turning’ to His universe or to individuals in it. This sense, a turning ‘towards’ us by God, is the sense of the word conversio when it first occurs in the Confessions. In their concluding meditation on Genesis, turning, or conversio, is the first turning of formless matter, the basic constituent of the universe. It ‘converts’ away from dark chaos towards God’s light.16

The Confessions are not merely what a highly intelligent man thought about God. They are about a turning from Him (aversio) and a turning towards Him (conversio) by Augustine, his friends and contemporaries and the universe during Creation. They are a prayer which no pagan could have produced and which no Christian, before or since, has equalled.

II

In older age Augustine reviewed his writings, usually in the chronological order in which he had begun them. The beginning of the Confessions can therefore be placed securely in the year 397. The date of their ending is more disputed, sometimes being placed as much as six years later. Augustine does not tell us why he began to confess only at that particular time. Some have linked his decision to his age, as if a man’s early forties are a good time for him to review his past. Others link it to a sudden change in his theological outlook, causing him to rethink his previous life, or even to a ‘spiritual crisis’. Something specific, surely, made him begin, although no one event can account for the passion which surges through the work. In my view, the Confessions are not the result of a sudden change in Augustine’s view of God and man. Their roots can be traced back through the previous eleven years, especially the five years of his priesthood before he became a bishop. A ‘biography’ of the confessions, therefore, requires study of Augustine himself up to the point when they are finished. They are a prayer, I believe, which had long been waiting to happen, but which was touched off by quite other events in his life.
 
In the text, conversions soon become apparent, but their number and nature remain disputed. Some of Augustine’s modern scholars have credited him with at least four, a conversion of the mind, the heart and so forth. Other estimates extend to as many as thirteen. Nonetheless, one of his greatest modern scholars, Goulven Madec, has doubted that Augustine ever converted at all.17 Problems of definition are important here. A vocation is not necessarily a conversion, nor is a deeper understanding or newly gained knowledge. On a strong definition, which some dispute, a conversion requires a decisive change whereby we abandon a previous practice or belief and adopt exclusively a new one. It involves a ‘turning which implies a consciousness that the old way was wrong and the new is right’.18 This strong definition is the one I accept, but, unlike Madec, I do not restrict conversions to changes from one religion to another. Conversions are possible within one and the same religious commitment, as historians of early and medieval Christianity recognize. It is here that Augustine’s most famous conversion belongs, but the process does not stop with himself. Before and after his own conversion, Augustine was also a committed converter of other people.

Biographers of his early life face a notorious problem. Only one remark about the young Augustine survives from anyone else, although it recalls him, significantly, ‘converting’. For a critical biography of him, his one-sided evidence would be a fatal obstacle, but for a biography of the Confessions, it is less of a problem. When they are built up from the past, it is only from the past which they choose to set before God and their readers. There may also be silences: some of them can be identified and filled from his other writings, but others necessarily elude us. A more tractable problem is the vividness of the language in which Augustine recalls and lays his past before God. Modern readers find it hard to remember that much of it may have been less startling in the context of its time. I will therefore present it against two near-contemporaries’ lives. My aim is not to write a biography of all three persons, but to place Augustine, with the Confessions in his hand, as the central panel of a triple set of sketches, like a triptych on a medieval Christian altar. On the left side stands a sketch of his older contemporary Libanius, casting a look of profound disapproval up at Augustine, not least because he himself was a pagan and a committed Greek teacher, one who detested Latin and the technical skill of shorthand. On the right side, looking up with tempered adoration, is a sketch of his younger Greek-speaking contemporary Synesius, a Christian, a bishop and a fellow lover of philosophy. He would, I believe, have appreciated many of Augustine’s writings between his conversion and his confessions, had he been able to read Augustine’s Latin.

We have no idea of the physical appearance of these three men. My sketches are based only on their writings, which present a limited, but carefully crafted, impression of them as individuals. Libanius was born in 314 in the Greek-speaking mega-city of Antioch in Syria. Like the young Augustine, he devoted his life to the practice and teaching of oratory. He taught only in Greek. Sixty-four of his speeches survive, and were characterized by Edward Gibbon as the ‘vain and idle compositions of an orator … whose mind, regardless of his contemporaries, was incessantly fixed on the Trojan War’.19 Gibbon’s judgement was misplaced. Libanius also addressed contemporary events and emperors and spoke up constantly for ethical values. He was the devoted champion of Greek culture and his own pupils, supporting them in abundant letters, 1,607 of which survive. His career reminds us of what Augustine, if unconverted, might have remained. Above all, Libanius has left his reflections on his own life, cast as a long speech. When first delivered, it concluded with the events of his sixtieth year. He, too, recited it, but not in solitude to God: he addressed it to select audiences, in my view including ex-pupils, probably in a lecture-room. Over time he added yet more to it. Gibbon dismissed this work as a ‘vain, prolix, but curious narrative’, but in pagan literature it is most unusual. Its account of Libanius’ earlier life is a pagan counterpart to Augustine’s Christian account in his confessions of ‘what I once was’. Both authors write with great style about selected items in their past, from childhood onwards, and both reflect on their divine guidance, but they leave us with the same intriguing question: why ever did they suddenly decide to speak at such length about themselves?

Synesius, the youngest of the three, was born in Libya in the ancient city of Cyrene, probably in 374. Like Libanius, he wrote only in Greek. Although he never wrote his life, nor anything like the Confessions, he wrote a text, very different from Augustine’s, which addressed the topic of conversion. He also left nine hymns and 156 letters, some of which were composed just before Augustine began to confess. Like Augustine, he was schooled in a demanding, classicizing style: it enabled his letters to live on as literary models in Byzantium for the next thousand years. Like Augustine, he became a fervent student of philosophy, but, unlike Augustine, he expressed it in hymns which he composed in complex, traditional metres. His subsequent life as a bishop then lights up, by contrast, the aspect of Augustine’s life which neither he nor Libanius attempted: celibacy among ‘brethren’. One of his letters then reviews aspects of his past life and his aspirations for the future: why did he, too, compose and circulate such a personal text?

The lives of Libanius and Synesius do not overlap with all of Augustine’s early career, but they help to bring out aspects of it, his social class and the demands which it imposed on him, the pressures of his schooling and his worldly ambitions, his relations with close family members and the ideals of friendship which he projected onto those around him. Like Augustine, Libanius and Synesius write about ascents to a divine presence. More mundanely, they illustrate the social perils of travel abroad to great cities, followed by a return, like Augustine’s, to a home town. They address their own and others’ sexual lives in ways which contrast with Augustine’s. They also illumine the bitterness which appointments to prominent jobs could ignite, especially, as ever, in a Christian church.

None of the three men ever met, except in later fiction, where each has had a notable after-life. In his florid novel Hypatia, Charles Kingsley (author of The Water Babies) made Synesius meet Augustine in Libya in the context of a hunting party, complete with the hounds which Synesius loved.20 Here, Augustine was imagined impossibly far from home across an intervening desert, but was described as impressing Synesius and his companions nonetheless: ‘Resolve, gentle but unbending, was expressed in his thin close-set lips and his clear quiet eye; but the calm of his mighty countenance was the calm of a worn-out volcano …’ The Anglican hymn book still contains one of Synesius’ hymns (‘Rise up, my soul’). His most recent reappearance has been as the devoted pupil of his female teacher, Hypatia, in Alejandro Amenábar’s film Agora.

Libanius’ main fictional after-life has been owed to Gore Vidal. In his fictional Julian, Vidal used Libanius as one of the two main commentators on the Emperor Julian’s unpublished memoir. ‘My memory plays me odd tricks these days,’ his Libanius complains. ‘Even worse, I tend to mislay the notes I jot down as reminders, or (terrible confession!) when I do find them, I am often unable to decipher my own handwriting. Age spares us nothing, old friend. Like ancient trees, we die from the top.’21

Augustine, likewise, has continued to have a fictional life, in Catholic films of his biography and recently through Jérôme Ferrari’s Le Sermon sur la chute de Rome, the winner in 2012 of France’s major literary prize, the Prix Goncourt. He has even been made the subject of a fictional memoir from his concubine, who bore him a son but whom he dismissed after fourteen years together. His serious after-life has had a different scale and depth. His thinking and writing were to become rooted in Western Christianity, to a degree which would certainly surprise him. He formalized his values for a Christian community in a written Rule, one which still guides members of Augustinian monastic Orders throughout the world. His new genre, ‘Confessions’, continued to find notable followers, whether St Patrick in Ireland, Rousseau in France, or the modern novelist William Boyd. Above all, there is also Tolstoy, who published his Confession (in the singular) in 1884. He shows no awareness of Augustine either in its text or in his previous life. Nonetheless, a convert himself in older age and a master-novelist of conversion in his fictions, he covers ground in his Confession much like some of Augustine’s, as he proceeds through an early life of ‘dissipation’ to an engagement with philosophers and abstract thinkers and an increasing sense of the worthlessness of his social milieu and its participants, who in Tolstoy’s opinion were ‘parasites’.

Admirers of the Confessions include Petrarch and Pascal, the poets George Herbert and John Donne, the mystical Teresa of Ávila, the Catholic convert and thinker John Henry Newman and the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein. Petrarch was given a copy by a friar in 1337 and kept it as his constant companion. He even considered writing confessions of his own. In 1347, he began writing his Secretum, in which a fictional ‘Augustine’ reproaches a fictional sinner who is modelled on Petrarch himself. He ends by rebuking him for ‘love for a woman’ and ‘glory’, two of the main temptations which Augustine had confronted.22 There is a greater depth in Wittgenstein’s engagement with the book. He first met it in 1919 through a fellow Austrian prisoner of war in Italy. He alludes fourteen times to Augustine and the Confessions in his subsequent writings and uses a quotation from them as the preface to his Philosophical Observations. He considered the Confessions to be perhaps ‘the most serious book ever written’. There is an affinity of temperament between Augustine and Wittgenstein’s own paradoxical questioning of accepted opinion and his belief that, in order to understand, ‘the edifice of your pride has to be dismantled. And that is terribly hard work.’23

In the twenty-first century, most readers turn to psychology, not philosophy, to assess Augustine’s presentation of ‘what I once was’ and ‘what I now am’. Explicitly, Augustine analyses his own self, but it is he who puts questions to himself. We cannot transpose this self-scrutiny into a clinical study as a modern psychoanalyst would recognize one. Our relationship with him cannot develop dynamically through his responses to our continuing questions. Nonetheless, therapy is an idea which Augustine fully embraces. He refers frankly to the therapists, two of them, who ‘heal’ him. He is aware of their love, his dependence on it, and his ‘transference’ onto them and their mercy. They are costing him nothing: they are God and Christ. He addresses his analysis to them, although they know it all already, so that its readers, he hopes, will be stirred to a similar love. Just as he intended, he indeed causes us to reflect on ourselves. ‘He saw his own story as that of Everyman,’ one of his great modern scholars, John O’Meara, first observed, but there is no ordinary limit to the extraordinary range of his mind. Readers have credited him with discoveries about the human personality, with a ‘discovery of the self’, that hardy perennial, or a discovery of the will, though not unique to him, or even of the unconscious mind very long before Freud. Above all, Augustine is a human being, constituted exactly like you or I. He is intensely introspective, but, in fascinating ways, his understanding of himself and his constituent parts is no longer ours.

After sixteen hundred years, a post-Christian age has begun to wonder if we have finally ‘finished with’ Augustine’s ideas. His confessions of sins, he himself tells us, ‘rouse the heart and stop it sleeping in despair and saying, “I cannot” ’. He hoped to encourage Christian readers to share his high ideals, but even those who do not share them and whose hearts say ‘I cannot’ are still moved to think, ‘Why not?’ We will never finish with his confessions because they will not finish with us.




2

Worldly Ambitions

I

‘You have made us for Yourself,’ Augustine tells God at the beginning of his confessional prayer, ‘and our heart is restless until it rests in You.’ He calls on God as ‘always active, always in repose’, but he admits that he can never know Him adequately. ‘Do not hide Your face from me,’ he prays, ‘let me die … so that I may see it.’ In the Bible, God tells Moses that to see Him is to die, but Augustine says that he will die if he fails to see God. From the start, therefore, he expresses a mystical aim.1 Around him in his fourth-century world there were many thousands who had never considered this diagnosis of restlessness or expressed this fervent hope. Augustine needs to be considered briefly against their worldly context, one which his confessions dismiss as pride and wretchedness but which formed him in his youth and continued to surround him in later life.

He was born in November 354 in the little town of Thagaste, now Souk el Ahras in modern Algeria. For more than 500 years Thagaste had been under Roman rule, belonging to a common Mediterranean culture which stretched along north Africa’s coast and linked it to nearby Italy in a way which we no longer imagine to be possible for what has become a Muslim region. Thagaste belonged administratively to the province of proconsular Africa, which included much of what is now north Tunisia, including the great city of Carthage 175 miles away on the Mediterranean coast. Carthage was the Roman governor’s seat and Latin was the language of its educated classes and also those in the province’s main towns. Latin-speaking Thagaste had a pre-Roman name, but it proudly used the title of ‘municipality’ (municipium). It was a status originally conferred by the Romans on towns whose upper class of magistrates, and sometimes councillors, thereby received the privilege of Roman citizenship. By the fourth century AD, Roman citizenship was common to all inhabitants of the Roman provinces and municipia had lost their former privileges. Nonetheless, Thagaste maintained its title as a mark of honoured status.

Proconsular Africa’s prosperity was still evident in the fourth century, suggesting no imminent decline or fall. Its abundant olive oil and grain were still being shipped overseas in mass-produced containers. In the province itself, local surveys confirm that olive trees and olive presses extended way beyond the modern zones of cultivation.2 Unlike Synesius in southern Libya, Augustine never lived or travelled in a landscape dominated by deserts: he happens never to mention a camel in Africa. Rather, it was through the sales of grain and olives and the rents from their owners’ landholdings that the buildings and amenities of towns like Thagaste were financed. Augustine’s corner of north Africa was thickly dotted with such towns, some 160 being known to us in proconsular Africa alone. In the 350s, the more westerly parts of north Africa had been troubled by invaders from the south, but Augustine’s region had not been affected. In his youth, he was not living in a province in crisis, let alone one which was ‘waiting for the barbarian’.

In Thagaste and the other towns around him, civic life depended on a donor-culture. A few rich notables paid for the buildings, shows and festivities which were enjoyed by crowds so much less fortunate than themselves. Some of Augustine’s writings are excellent witnesses to their lifestyle, especially a philosophical dialogue which he dedicated to Romanianus, Thagaste’s richest local benefactor and his own patron in early life. In it, he imagines the likes of Romanianus at the height of their public careers, putting on ‘shows never seen before’ in the amphitheatre, including bloodsports with those African rarities, wild bears. Their names would be listed in ‘municipal tablets’, where they would be accompanied by the details of each honour in their career. As the ‘patrons’ of Thagaste and neighbouring towns, they would uphold their interests with Roman governors and officials. The crowds would acclaim them as ‘philanthropic’ and ‘generous’ in return for the shows they financed. In a recently found sermon Augustine deplores lavish donors who ‘refuse to break bread for Christ and yet leave hardly any bread for their sons’, having bankrupted their families by their extravagant displays.3

These shows included gladiatorial combats long after Christian emperors’ laws had supposedly banned them. The settings for them were the games which were still given in big cities by the sacerdotales, the holders of non-Christian ‘priesthoods’ in honour of the ruling emperors, as if the pagan worship of emperors had continued in the Christian Empire of Constantine and his sons. It continued only because Christian intervention had ensured that the honours no longer involved the offering of animal victims to the emperors as divine beings.4

Augustine refers Romanianus to the mosaic floors in grand people’s houses, and indeed they are our most vivid evidence of their worldly culture. They show symbols of the circus arena and its beloved chariot racing; they depict teams of horses captioned fondly with their individual names; they outline scenes of hunting, both in nature and in the enclosed spaces of the cities’ amphitheatres. In the great city of Carthage, big mosaics in town houses gave a splendid, but stylized, impression of the country life which their owners enjoyed in large ‘second homes’ on their rural estates. The finest such scenes adorned a floor in the house of one Lord Julius, shown in mosaic with the domed roofs of its private baths. Hunters set out for a day’s sport: Julius rides to his house in grand official dress. Items from each of the four seasons are offered to him and his wife. Roses and jewellery are brought by servants to Her Ladyship; grapes and a hare are presented to Lord Julius and he is handed a scroll inscribed with his initials, ensuring that viewers will recognize him.5 These mosaics do not show country life or landscape for their own sake. Always they relate them to rich landowners and their families, the mosaicists’ patrons.

On some of them, hunters and horsemen appear against pillared loggias and big fortified houses set in country estates. Towers are shown on either edge of the houses’ high facades, pierced by windows or balconies for the rooms on the first floor. In Libya, Synesius grew up in, and later owned, such a towered country home, locatable near Balagrae in the hills about ten miles from Cyrene. His family had another, close to the sea nearby, in which his brother later lived. These big rural houses were centres of an alternative world to urban Cyrene, one which Synesius relished. One such house existed near Thagaste, but it was owned by a family of absentee landlords who controlled entire villages in the country beyond the town and belonged in the highest social circles of the Roman Senate.6 Augustine’s family were not at all of this class. Augustine later refers to his family’s ‘poor little fields’ and also calls his background ‘poor’ or ‘modest’ in a sermon in which he wished to emphasize his relative lack of riches. In fact, Patricius, Augustine’s father, and his family had enough property to rank as town councillors, a status, however, for which as little as twenty acres sufficed. Their resources were poor when compared with the likes of Romanianus, but not poor in terms of most of Thagaste’s other inhabitants: later in life, Augustine implies they amounted to as much as a twentieth of the income of the church in Hippo, his coastal city as bishop.7 However, service as a councillor brought expensive public obligations and Augustine’s family, like many lesser councillors, would find them a burden.

Promptly after his conversion and then for the rest of his life, Augustine belittles worldly splendour and ambition. He regards it as evidence of ‘pride’, the root of sin, and as a diversion of the soul to fleeting and unsatisfactory pleasures. Status mattered nonetheless, and complex legal categories marked out those around him under Roman rule, as his own letters well exemplify. Some of the most recently found reveal that slave-dealers still existed in north Africa and drew on powerful backers in urban society. They would buy children for a period of years and sell them on into slavery abroad, a contract to which the children’s parents consented. One town councillor is described by Augustine as ‘comfortably off’, but was ‘so excited’, Augustine comments, ‘by the fervour of this pestilential practice’ that he even sold his wife.8 At every social level the legal treatment of individuals varied according to social class, and there was explicitly ‘one law for the rich, another for the poor’. The ‘humble’ free could be flogged, tortured and executed under Roman law, whereas ‘the more respectable’ were supposed to be exempted from the most extreme types of maltreatment and ‘enhanced interrogation techniques’. Yet, nobody was entirely secure, as Libanius and Synesius well attest, deploring the flogging, torture and executions which governors might inflict even on members of their own upper class. As a Christian bishop Augustine spoke and wrote firmly against the practice of torture irrespective of the victim’s social standing. He was also an opponent of capital punishment, the governors’ prerogative.9

Libanius and Synesius both belonged among the big benefactors of their home cities, the Romanianuses of the Greek world. If they had ever met Augustine and his mother, they would have considered them decidedly common. In Antioch, Libanius’ family had had many generations of important councillors, lessened only by early deaths or losses of property in times of political turmoil, losses which had been especially severe in his grandfather’s generation.10 Synesius’ family history was not so turbulent. He traced his ancestry back to the first Greek founders of his native Cyrene a thousand years before, and beyond them, to supposed links with ancient Sparta. He was a truly local aristocrat.11

The two men’s home cities, Cyrene and Antioch, were very different from Thagaste. They were predominantly Greek-speaking, and Synesius’ Cyrene was much the most ancient. In mid-career, Synesius described it as if it was an impoverished ruin, and although he was pleading for benefactions from the emperor, his comments were not made without reason. On its limestone plateau, inland from the sea, Libyan Cyrene had been a frequent victim of local earthquakes, especially a big one in 365 to which a decline of its main temples and public buildings should probably be traced. The best-excavated big house in the city’s plan is the house of a certain Hesychius, a prestigious ‘Libyarch’, quite possibly the Hesychius who was Synesius’ father. It has Christian inscriptions among its decoration and befits his high birth, but, after a peak in the mid-fourth century, it seems to have declined during Synesius’ adult lifetime, perhaps because of the earthquakes.12 However, the civic spirit of Cyrene’s leading families was not extinguished. In schools in the city, there were still teachers who could make Synesius write literary prose and learn to compose verse in the difficult metres used by lyric poets in the remote Greek past. His letters confirm that when he grew up, councillors in Cyrene were still capable of funding the shows and horse races for which the city had long been famous.

Libanius’ Antioch in north Syria was a very different place. Three hundred years younger than Cyrene, it had become one of the empire’s biggest cities, with a population in Libanius’ lifetime which is estimated at perhaps 150,000.13 With this status came political dangers, as never in Augustine’s Thagaste. From the 350s onwards, it was the scene of recurrent political crises which were a terror to its upper class, including Libanius’ own family. They are the background to much that his autobiographical speech discreetly avoids saying. As Antioch stood open to the eastern trade and travel routes of the nearby Persian empire, it was the natural base for Roman armies, commanders and emperors on their eastern campaigns. Libanius refers euphemistically to the clamour caused by their presence, the troops, the horses and the camels who flooded in ‘like rivers flowing to the sea’, the shields and weapons which covered the walls, the ‘clash of arms, men bustling around, and horses neighing’.14 Unlike Cyrene, let alone Thagaste, Antioch was a seat of governors, generals and their staffs, bringing hundreds of ambitious outsiders into its orbit. Antioch held the honorary Latin title of colonia. It was a grander title than ‘municipal’ Thagaste’s, but Libanius, the champion of Greek culture, never mentions this Latin distinction in his writings.

Unlike Thagaste’s, Antioch’s straight streets were dignified by colonnades and were so long that residents needed a carriage to travel down them in comfort: they ‘ran like rivers in flood’, said Libanius ‘with alleys leading off them like streams’. They were even lit by street lamps, whose olive oil was provided by the adjoining property-owners as a civic obligation, one which fell on widows and orphans too.15 The city’s regular plan is still visible in modern Antakya, but it included an island, now silted over, on the city’s main river which reflected the new Imperial age and its religion. Joined by bridges to the main streets, it was the site of the emperor’s palace, a big hippodrome for horse racing and the great Octagonal Church, which had been begun by the first Christian emperor, Constantine. Libanius, a traditional pagan, never mentions this church, either, in his orations.

Instead, his letters give a vivid picture of the pressures on the city’s councillors. They were ranked according to three grades of eminence and, as in Thagaste, they differed widely in property and assets. The plight of the most ‘modest’, people like Augustine’s family, is graphically presented by Libanius as they struggled to meet the expensive duties imposed on them and the dreadful duty of collecting tax from their fellow citizens. The number of councillors decreased in his lifetime to as few as sixty active members, far fewer than the former, ideal number of 600.16 Those in the lower ranks could only envy the life of the richest members, for which the sunniest evidence survives, once again, in their house-mosaics. Their imagery of the four seasons in harmony idealizes Antioch’s climate and pleasant hillsides. Their imagery of water relates to Antioch’s fortunate assets, the River Orontes and the many springs on the nearby hills. The most famous of the big mosaics dates from the mid to later fifth century and shows the central figure of Megalopsychia, the Greeks’ ‘Generosity of Spirit’, holding a basket in her left hand and distributing items from it with her upraised right hand. When first published, the items were wrongly considered to be roses. In fact, they are coins, positively jumping off her right hand as a largesse for the onlookers.17 ‘Generosity’ is accompanied by images of captioned hunters who are attacking various wild animals. The reference is to the generosity of a donor who gives freely to pay for shows of animal bloodsports in Antioch’s public arena.
 
High-principled Christians abominated these shows, as Augustine eventually did too, but disapproval was not a Christian monopoly. Pagan Libanius also avoided them from his youth onwards. However, unlike Augustine, he never deplored the ideals which their donors publicized. ‘Generosity of Spirit’ is repeatedly cited as a virtue in his civic speeches.18 It is exactly similar to the generosity which Augustine belittles when addressing his patron Romanianus. In Antioch, the scope for it was much greater and the crowds of spectators much bigger. The city had its own athletic Olympics and teemed with bath-houses whose mosaics cheerily included the abstract female image of ‘Joy’. In real life the heavy costs of heating such baths fell on the councillors as a far from joyful obligation. In Antioch, actors and dancers flourished and in Libanius’ speeches we have the best prose description in all Greek literature of the pleasures and sexual temptations of a Greek symposion, or male drinking party, held on couches for the participating drinkers.19

The city’s crowning glory was the enormous hippodrome next to the Imperial residence. The intense rivalry of its chariot races has recently been dramatized for us by an inscribed tablet, discovered in the very drain beside one of the racecourse’s two turning points. The bend was a supreme danger-point for the chariot-drivers. The text invoked disaster on every single horse, name by
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