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​​​PART ONE
VIENNA AND MILAN
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The Alpine passes were usually covered in snow by December, but Julian and his men crossed into Gaul without difficulty. They owed it to an exceptionally sunny, spring-like weather. Descending the northern slopes and following the river valleys, they reached Vienne on the Rhone. They had set out from Milan on December 1, their journey covered more than three hundred miles over a difficult terrain, so they probably did not reach their destination until the middle of January. The residents of Vienne and of all the towns through which they passed had greeted Julian enthusiastically. Their Emperor had not forgotten them! He was sending his nephew, his co-ruler, to oust the German invaders from the belly of Gaul!

Admittedly, this long-awaited savior brought with him only three hundred men, all lightly armed. Worse, his every move was restrained by the dignitaries and watched over by the informers put in place by his morbidly suspicious uncle, Emperor Constantius. Julian was well aware of the situation and later described it as follows: 


I was sent not to command the troops, but to obey their commanders. They had been ordered to watch me more than the Germans—to see whether, by any chance, I was not plotting treason.​[1]


In truth, the title of Caesar, solemnly bestowed on Julian a few weeks earlier, on November 6, 355, was only a title, nothing more. To make this absolutely clear during the ceremony, Constantius first placed the purple mantle of emperorship on Julian’s shoulders, but then crowned him not with a golden diadem, as was customary, but with a simple wreath featuring his own likeness.

Julian had barely settled in Vienne when a messenger arrived from across the Alps, from the imperial palace in Milan. He brought welcome news: the Emperor had bestowed a new honor on Julian. On January 1, the two—uncle and nephew—jointly assumed the consulship. This dignity was merely honorary, a lifeless artifact of the republican traditions of the past. In the old Roman Republic, the annually changing pairs of consuls had been the supreme executive of the state and the commanders of the armed forces. Now, only the name remained. What mattered, however, was the public sign of imperial favor it conveyed, because from January 1 on, both official and private documents would be dated with the formula: “When the consuls were Constantius Augustus for the eighth time and Julian Caesar.” By our reckoning, the year was AD 356.

Only a few months earlier, the young man of twenty-four, modest and unassuming, had been studying philosophy and rhetoric in Athens. He was happy and carefree. From his boyhood, he had lived among books and for books. He never took an interest in politics, even though time and again, politics dramatically interfered with his and his family’s fortunes. He never served in the army. He never exercised, never practiced fencing, never hunted, never even attended the circus or the theater. Instead, he spent his days and nights poring over papyrus and parchment, engrossed in classical Greek poetry and mystical Neoplatonic speculations. 

And now, at his Emperor’s pleasure, this bookish child of the gentle climate of the Mediterranean had to gird the sword and rush to the ice-bound North to fight warlike Germans and drive them back beyond the Rhine. 

Julian lacked not only experience of war but also the troops necessary to accomplish his assignment. A writer of the time gives this testimony to the Roman troops in Gaul: 


They were accustomed to defeat, to cowering fearfully behind fortifications; they were incapable of attacking, for they were ever trembling with fear.​[2] 


And of the three hundred of his bodyguards, Julian expressed himself contemptuously: “They only know how to pray!”

And indeed, there were quite a few Christians in the ranks. One of them was the nineteen-year-old Martinus, or, as we would say today, Martin. He was born in the Pannonian city of Savaria, now Szombathely in Hungary, and raised in Pavia, Italy. He was conscripted into the army at the age of twelve.​[3] He served in the palace cavalry, or scholae, some of whom served as Julian’s bodyguard. Thus, thanks to the young Caesar’s expedition to the North, his soldier Martinus finally saw Gaul, the country which was to become his adopted homeland. For, after leaving the army, he acquired a church living in present-day Tours, and many years after his death, was named the patron saint of Christian France. 

Constantius expected professional officers to lead the war effort in Gaul; Julian was expected to limit himself to encouraging the army and the population. Of course, in the event of a military setback, responsibility for the defeat would be entirely Julian’s. All sober onlookers understood that Julian’s situation was impossible.

But it was still winter; warfare was at a standstill, and even the Germans, though accustomed to snow and cold, stayed put at home. How the country looked, Julian described a few years later: 


Masses of Germans lived peacefully among the ruins of the cities of Gaul. Of these cities, there were forty-five, not counting minor strongholds. The Germans occupied a huge swath of land on this side of the Rhine, its entire length, from its source to its estuary. Those sitting closest to us had settled three hundred stadia [30 miles] inland from the banks of the great river, but between them and us lay an empty strip of land three times as wide, for their constant raids prevented even cattle from grazing there. Within this stretch lay a number of towns completely abandoned by the Gauls but not yet occupied by the Germans.​[4]


But the German raiding parties never ventured into the Rhone valley, and the former student—now turned the nominal commander-in-chief of the demoralized legions of Gaul—could calmly stroll about Vienne in his purple cloak and modest wreath. Nor did anyone expect more of him. But he, a Roman, an emperor of the Romans, realized that he had to use these few months of peace as best he could, so as not to reproach himself with when the hour of trial came.
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​​​​​Portraits
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A few months earlier, when Julian was still a student in Athens, a fellow pupil observed him closely. He was Gregory of Nazianzus—a Christian and later a bishop, preacher, and theologian. The figure of the young prince did not arouse his sympathy:


Nothing good was foreshadowed by that weak neck, those shoulders wobbly like scales, that demented gaze of excited and rolling eyes, that nervous and unsteady gait, that nose snorting with arrogance and pride, and always, always the same facial expression with clownish features and a mouth erupting with inappropriate laughter and gibberish; that restless swaying of the head, that speech constantly interrupted by a shortness of breath!​[5]


This portrait, dripping with hate, cannot possibly be a reliable witness. Nevertheless, in the summer of AD 355, just before his elevation to the dignity of Caesar, Julian—frail, nervous, and unstable—would not have impressed as a future war hero. But then, just before the November ceremony in Milan, there came the first, small but significant change in his appearance: he shaved his beard. 

He had groomed it for years, as was the custom among the intellectuals of the age. In contrast, emperors, officials, and military officers shaved. Constantine the Great had introduced the custom half a century earlier, breaking with the tradition of the second and third centuries when beards had been the rule. (One probably could write a history of the Empire by examining the fashion of facial hair in different periods and social circles—a fashion linked, as always and everywhere, to ideological trends).​[6]

For Julian, the loss of his beard marked a significant break from his former lifestyle. He arrived in Vienna without a beard, and from then on, he shaved systematically for the next six years until 361. And this is how coins minted in Gaul showed him: an important detail for numismatists, as it allows them to date different issues. Later, Julian grew his beard back. His coins show that the beard grew gradually longer and denser and eventually was trimmed into a point.​[7]

Ammianus Marcellinus, a high-ranking Roman officer, first saw Julian in Gaul, shaved; and later in the East—with a beard. He remembered the latter face and painted its portrait for posterity in his work on Roman history. Ammianus’s words are worth quoting here, for they constitute the fullest and most credible account of the appearance of our hero, and they help neutralize the venom of Gregory’s libel. Ammianus admired Julian sincerely, though not uncritically, and described him as follows:


He was of medium height. His hair was soft and wavy, as if arranged with a comb, and his beard woolly and pointed. His glittering eyes glowed gracefully, testifying to keen intellect. He had shapely eyebrows and a straight nose, but his mouth was a little too big, and his lower lip sagged somewhat. His neck was strong, slightly sloping, his shoulders broad. From head to toe, his body was supple; he was a strong man and a good runner.​[8]


The poetic alliteration “glittering eyes glowed gracefully” contradicts Gregory’s “demented gaze of excited and rolling eyes.” However, it is a truth universally acknowledged that two differently minded observers will interpret the same feature differently; and what one may see as a manifestation of the vivacity of mind would be, to another, a sign of mental instability. Still, there had to be something unusual in Julian’s gaze, for it struck many who came into contact with him, fascinating some and repelling others.

But how do we explain the difference between Ammianus and Gregory concerning objective features, such as the description of the neck and shoulders? Which of the two men—both of them eyewitnesses—is deliberately painting a false picture?

Perhaps both are telling the truth, for each describes Julian at a different point in life. The student in Athens may have been scrawny. But beginning with his stay in Vienne, the emperor took up strenuous physical exercise and his life became one of constant drill, exercise, and effort. And these had their effect: Julian grew muscular and flinty and acquired a strong physique. He also went out of his way to project physical vitality and—cruel wits noticed. When he arrived in Antioch seven years later, they scoffed:


The kid puffs up his narrow chest, pokes his goatee forward, and takes exaggerated steps.​[9]


This mockery seems to correct Ammianus’s apparently flattering description of his commander as being of “medium height”: in fact, Julian was short.

In addition to Gregory’s and Ammianus’s accounts, we have numerous likenesses of the emperor on coins and medallions, and several busts of him have survived. None of the busts bears an inscription, but we can surmise from indirect clues that they represent him. Two particularly beautiful sculptures came to light only recently. In 1942, a small marble head of exceptional workmanship, measuring only five inches high, was discovered in Jerusalem. It had probably come from Syria, perhaps even from its former capital, Antioch. And, in 1962, a four-inch chalcedony bust in the Leningrad Hermitage collection was identified as that of the emperor. Both of these figurines depict Julian as he was after 361, that is to say, with a beard. Their small size suggests they had been commissioned and offered as a token of friendship to his friends.​[10]

But we have got ahead of ourselves and better return to Vienne on the Rhone, where, in the early months of 356, the young man, gritting his teeth and cursing his fate, prepared to face a task that everyone considered hopeless.
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​​​​​A Man, a Roman

[image: ]


Ammianus Marcellinus reports:


When he—a philosopher!—was required to learn the elementary rules of camp life and practice marching in a step to the beat of flute music, he kept reminding himself of an old proverb:

“The donkey cried out: this is not for me!”

He also often called on Plato’s name.​[11]


But goose-stepping and fencing were the easiest of all the things the young Caesar had to master. There was a lot to learn for a man who had all his life been deliberately kept away from the affairs of the army, the court, and the administration and never took any interest in politics or the military: the code of military discipline, the competencies of various offices, the various formations and their characteristics, commanders, and emblems, how to comport oneself in an audience and how to speak to people of different social ranks. All this had to be quite overwhelming. 

In addition, Julian had to feel disconcerted by simply being in a foreign country. He had been born in Constantinople and had spent his childhood and youth in various places in Asia Minor—Nicomedia, Macellum, Pergamon, Ephesus. He then studied in Athens for several months. He was a child of the Greek East; he wrote and spoke freely only in the language of the Hellenes. He then spent a mere six months in the West—in the vicinity of Milan, yet now he found himself in the far north, beyond the Alps. It is easy to guess that he endured badly the change of climate, food, and customs, or the fact that only Latin was spoken around him. It took extraordinary intelligence and fortitude to adapt and change within a few months, especially given the knowledge that he was surrounded by unfriendly, perhaps even hostile men, vigilantly watching his every step and reporting to Constantius everything that seemed odd or suspicious. 

His duties were tedious and mainly representational—the important government business was handled by officials who took their orders directly from Milan. Julian was obliged to act the role of the ruler and commander before his army and the people, while avoiding even the slightest semblance of independence, as this could easily cost him his freedom or even his life. How many times must the shadow of his unfortunate half-brother, Gallus, have stood before his eyes: the once Caesar of the East, beheaded on the orders of Constantius only a few months earlier, on charges of abuse of power!

The strangeness of his new surroundings, the horror of the approaching war, the fear of the intrigues of the informers, the regret for his lost freedom and for his former intercourse with brilliant intellectuals and with the greatest works of the human intellect—all of this must have made the first months of 356 in Vienne seem like a bad dream. Yet, he found a way out of the anxiety and the hopelessness—discipline. It came from a manly resolution: Julian decided that he would do absolutely everything in his power to survive and succeed, and only then, when nothing else could be done, would he accept inevitable defeat with cheerful resignation.

Julian took this notion of how a man in distress should think and act from the ancient sages whose treatises he had studied, especially from Marcus Aurelius, the philosopher-emperor. He had his Meditations constantly with him. In his conduct, in his entire attitude toward matters great and small, he modeled himself consciously on that emperor of two centuries ago. Marcus Aurelius had taught:


Because you are a Roman and a man, always and at all times strive strenuously to fulfil perfectly all tasks placed before you. Do it with full and undiminished dignity, with love of the cause, nobly and honestly, never yielding to a contrary thought. You will achieve this by performing your every action as if it were your last and by getting rid of every thought that goes against the dictates of reason; by acting free from hypocrisy, selfishness, and dissatisfaction. In this way, you will soon learn how few things are required to make your life pleasant and godly.


And also: 


Never act under duress. Nor against the public good. Nor without consideration. Nor while in an inner dilemma. Let your thought be simple, without unnecessary complication. Do not be talkative; do not deal with too many things at once. Make it possible for the God living in you to command a being of manly character, mature and knowledgeable in the affairs of state; allow Him to direct a Roman and an emperor; a man awaiting with all readiness a recall from this life, a man who never needs to swear an oath nor requires a witness. Be of a cheerful spirit, and do not look to outside help. Do not seek serenity in others.​[12]


​​​​
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​Julian’s Nights
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Ammianus Marcellinus reports that Julian led a modest, almost ascetic lifestyle in Gaul. He limited his needs to an extent that would have pleased even Constantius. For the emperor had most graciously written out—in his own hand—instructions for Julian’s conduct beyond the Alps. It may have included secret instructions on political matters and advice on how to conduct himself with officials, the army, and the commoners, but “above all,” Ammianus says mischievously, 


they were the sort of instructions that a stepfather gives to his stepson when sending him off to school. They included recommendations on what was and what was not to be served at the table. Julian read and reread the imperial memorandum ostentatiously—he did so, of course, for the use of the informers—and even tightened up the Emperor’s regulations. Thus, he forbade the more expensive types of meat, contenting himself with the ordinary and casual food of the ordinary soldier. He lived keeping the commandment of Marcus Aurelius in mind: ‘With meat and similar foods, remember you are eating the corpse of a fish, of a bird, of a hog!’​[13]


His days were occupied by military exercises, meetings, and audiences; only the nights remained for his private pursuits—reading and meditation. Accordingly, he divided the night into three parts. He set aside the first part for rest; the second for handling day-to-day affairs of state, such as signing documents prepared by the secretariat or composing letters to Constantius, in which every word had to be carefully weighed; and the third—for the study of poetry and philosophy. 

He woke up naturally, at about midnight, “rising not from down and silk but from the simple bedding of a soldier.” Again, we can hear Marcus Aurelius: 


If, in the morning, you should feel reluctant to rise, think to yourself: I am waking to the toil of man. Shall you, then, feel discontented that you are going to the work for which you were born? For surely, you were not sent down here to lounge in bed? Were you sent here for pleasure rather than toil? See how plants, birds, ants, spiders, bees—all do their part, according to their strength, contributing to the harmony of the world. Don’t you want to do what is a man’s part? Should you not rush to the duties assigned to you by nature? 

Yes, it is necessary to rest; I do not deny it. Indeed, in this, too, nature has given you a reasonable compass. Nature has also given you a compass in eating and drinking. You, on the other hand, go beyond the limit, beyond the need, in everything except in work. For when it comes to work, you keep well within the measure!

But this comes because you do not love yourself; otherwise, you would love both your nature and its commands. Others who love their occupations exhaust themselves in their pursuit, forgetting to bathe, to eat. But you value your nature less than a woodcarver values woodcarving, or a dancer the art of dancing, or a miser his money, or an ambitious man his fame; they do not value food or rest over that towards which their passion draws them. But to you, work for the public good seems less valuable and less worthy of effort!​[14]


With these admonitions in mind, Julian rose at midnight. First, he prayed secretly to Hermes, the god who, as Neoplatonic theologians taught, was the moving spirit of the world and stimulated the mind. He then saw to the affairs of state and finally turned to his beloved classics: philosophy, poetry, rhetoric, and history. 

He had a sizable library. He owed it mainly to the graciousness of Empress Eusebia, wife of Constantius. He had only a few of his own books with him, for he had left most of them in Athens. Of Eusebia’s gift, he wrote:


She gave me many works on various subjects. They included the writings of philosophers, as well as the works of various writers, rhetors, and poets. In this way, the Empress fully satisfied my desires, even though I can be downright insatiable when it comes to this kind of material. Thanks to her books, Gaul became for me the tabernacle of the Hellenic muses. Whenever a moment of respite came, I would pore over these treasures, always gratefully remembering the woman who had so graciously given them to me.​[15]


The pride of place in this library was occupied by The Meditations of Marcus Aurelius—all the closer to Julian’s heart, because they had been written in Greek. But next came a Latin work, Commentaries on the Gallic War by Julius Caesar, who had conquered the lands between the Atlantic and the Rhine four centuries earlier. It was Julian’s task to recover those lands, just like Caesar, who had also begun by ousting the Germans.

In addition to his books, two people in his immediate surroundings saved Julian from feeling completely alone.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​​Helen and Euterios
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Julian was accompanied in Gaul by his wife Helena. She was  Constantius’s sister, daughter of Constantine the Great. Her mother, Fausta, had been murdered on her husband’s orders in AD 326. Accused of adultery, she was smothered in a heated bathhouse. It follows that Julian, born in 331 or 332, was younger than Helena by at least seven years and perhaps many more.

The marriage had been imposed on Julian by Constantius and Eusebia. The wedding took place in Milan in November 355, a few days after the ceremony of elevating Julian to the rank of Caesar. No one expected warm affection between the spouses, at least on Julian’s part. For what it is worth, he never devoted one kind word to her in any of his writings. Even in his private letters to Helena, he was apparently very reticent. He wrote: 


All the gods and all the goddesses are my witnesses that I would not be upset to see my letters to my wife published: there is so much restraint in them!​[16]


Besides, if Libanius is to be believed, Julian was utterly uninterested in erotic matters. The rhetor says with his usual pompous, and in this case, unintendedly humorous style: 


He, on the other hand, was so far from inquiring whether someone had a beautiful daughter or wife that if the goddess Hera had not provided him with a spouse, he would have died knowing the love of woman only by hearsay.​[17]


In 356, their first year in Gaul, Helena gave birth to a boy. It was later rumored that the midwife had caused the infant’s death immediately after birth by cutting the umbilical cord too short. It was also said that she did it deliberately, bribed by Constantius or his wife, Eusebia. Eusebia was still childless, and Constantius feared the prospect of Julian’s son becoming the sole heir to the dynasty.

After the death of her child, Helena returned to Italy for some time and, in the spring of 357, visited Rome with the imperial couple. She then returned to Gaul to her husband. People said that during her Roman sojourn, Eusebia, seemingly caring for Helena, slipped her poison, causing a miscarriage. Julian’s ailing wife seems to have passed away in 360. All we know about her is that she was a devout Christian.

The eunuch Euterios entered Julian’s court as part of Helena’s entourage. He came from Armenia. Kidnapped by highwaymen as a young boy, castrated, and sold to Roman merchants, he eventually found his way to Constantine’s court, where he was raised and educated. In that corrupt and scheming environment, he distinguished himself by honesty, intelligence, and enthusiasm for all learning; he especially enjoyed resolving intricate and difficult issues, and showed exceptional shrewdness and a prodigious memory. He helped many people in difficulty both with deed and with good advice. After the death of Constantine the Great, he passed into the entourage of Constantius. In AD 355, the emperor appointed him prepositor of the sacred bedroom, that is, head of Julian’s household after his marriage to Helena. From then on, Euterios served his new master faithfully and with complete loyalty; in a sense, therefore, he failed Constantius, who expected him to report on the Caesar’s every step and word. The eunuch soon gained such respect for himself that he even dared to chastise Julian when he behaved too freely and directly—a bad habit he had acquired in his many years as a student.

Euterios was a pagan, as evidenced by the words of a letter addressed to him by Julian in later years: 


We are alive, the gods have saved us! Offer them a sacrifice of thanksgiving for me; on second thoughts, offer it on behalf not of one man, but of the entire community of Hellenes.​[18]


Euterios spent the last years of his life in Rome, highly respected by all. It was probably only then that Ammianus Marcellinus got to know him personally. The historian, although full of contempt for the eunuchs reigning over the imperial court and their scheming, ambition, and greed, wrote warmly about Euterios, saying: “Sometimes among the thorns a rose may bloom.”​[19]
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​​​​Oribasius
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The physician Oribasius had a special place in Julian’s household. He was a native of Pergamon in Asia Minor, a city to which Julian had had close ties (he had studied Neoplatonic philosophy under its venerable masters and first heard of the mystical science of theurgy there). Oribasius, a descendant of a wealthy family, had pursued his studies in Alexandria, where his master was Zenon of Cyprus, an iatrosophist—that is, a professor of classics who practiced the medical arts. Oribasius later practiced as a physician in some of the cities of Asia Minor until Julian brought him into his own entourage. 

It’s easy to guess that this last honor came to Oribasius with the help of their common acquaintances among the pagan elite; its members, bound together by many threads of mutual affection, supported each other in an attempt to survive in the face of the Christian onslaught. In the autumn of AD 355, Oribasius traveled with Julian to Milan and then continued in his retinue to Gaul, serving as his librarian. Julian writes of this as follows: 


I entrusted a certain physician with the care of my books. Of all my former companions and friends, he was the only one I was allowed to take with me to Gaul; and he was allowed to accompany me only because no one realized how sincerely devoted he was to me.


The two had no secrets from each other. This is beautifully attested to by a certain letter of Julian’s and by a mission he assigned to Oribasius. The latter will yet come up, but the letter we can quote now:


The doctor, like Euterios, took the liberty of lecturing his master when he thought he was acting or behaving inappropriately. On one occasion, he told him rudely that he should not show anger in the expression of his eyes or the tone of his voice. To which Julian replied humbly: You are right. You won’t have to caution me again!​[20]


However, Julian also exerted considerable influence on his companion. And thus, he suggested that he prepare a summary of the vast written output of the physician Galen, active two hundred years earlier. Oribasius accomplished this quickly and efficiently, and dedicated the work to Julian; it was to serve the students of medicine for many centuries to come. Later, while still in Gaul, and again with Julian’s encouragement, Oribasius compiled a kind of encyclopedia, covering all fields of medicine. The work was entitled Iatrikai synagogai, or Medical Collection, and consisted of 60 books, some of which have survived. Although it is merely a compilation of various works, the sheer effort required to study hundreds of volumes and select apt quotations is impressive. And if we know anything today about the achievements and methods of ancient medicine, it is largely due to this work of Oribasius. The work, also dedicated to Julian, was an important element in the emperor’s plan to revive the pagan civilization. And it became a natural capstone for the preceding centuries of the development of this most useful science.

Enjoying complete confidence of the young emperor, Oribasius shared in all of Julian’s hardships and triumphs; years later, he would stand by his deathbed, trying in vain to staunch the blood gushing from his wound. He subsequently paid dearly for this friendship: stripped of all material possessions, he was exiled to live among the Goths, beyond the borders of the Empire. Eventually pardoned, he settled in Constantinople and remained active there for a long time, writing medical treatises—both compilations and original works. Many of his works have survived—some in the original Greek, others in Latin translation. For Byzantium and medieval Europe, as well as for the Arab world, they became one of the primary sources of medical knowledge.

What has not survived, however, is a work that would have been the most interesting to us: The Memoirs of Julian. He wrote it to leave an accurate record of the emperor to his friend Eunapius, who wished to write a history of his reign. Unfortunately, Eunapius’s book has also been lost; we know it only from excerpts and summaries. It is possible that the historian Ammianus Marcelinus drew from it. The relevant part of his History survives, and thus it seems that much of what is written here about Julian’s life comes indirectly from Oribasius. If only for this reason alone, we should remember him here.

An author wishing to write a historical novel set in the 4th century, and casting about for a protagonist might do worse than choose this doctor: a scientist and a scholar who had lived in many lands, learned the customs of various peoples, came into contact with the most prominent personalities of his time, participated in momentous events, and experienced dramatic changes of fortune.
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​​​​​Law and Religion
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Only Oribasius, Euterios, and at most two or three others knew that Julian secretly prayed to Hermes at night. Meanwhile, on February 19, 356, the emperor in Milan signed a law on behalf of himself and Julian, ordering the death penalty for all who made sacrifices or worshipped the images of the gods.​[21] The Caesar of the West learned of the edict—issued in his name—like all other citizens of the Empire: no one had bothered to ask for his advice or consent. Although this routinely happened in all cases, this topic was particularly sensitive for Julian. After all, if the edict were to be taken seriously, he, too, should suffer the punishment he had supposedly devised for others. What shame he must have felt when he recalled his teachers and friends from Pergamon, Athens, and Ephesus! They knew his true beliefs and therefore were now entitled to condemn him as an apostate; and he, fearing spies and informers, could not even write to them to excuse himself by saying that he still adhered to the ancient religion and participated in power only formally and against his will. 

And here a moral issue arose: can a righteous man allow his name to be put to anything with which he disagrees? The answer seemed simple: of course not! But a protest would have been meaningless, for the edict had already been promulgated; worse, any opposition now would be tantamount to signing one’s own death warrant. The only consolation for Julian was the expectation that the enforcement of the present law would prove as tenuous and haphazard as all similar moves had been in the past.

Indeed, every few years, there had come thunderous edicts from Emperor Constantius to close pagan temples and ban all sacrifices and confiscate property from people committing such crimes, or even behead them. Yet, it was precisely the severity of those laws that had caused them not to be taken too seriously. The authorities dishing out impossible threats had, by the same token, taken away their effectiveness. More importantly, both the administration and the military still had a great many adherents of the old gods, and they skillfully blunted any enforcement of the anti-pagan ordinances.

But why did Constantius choose this very moment to threaten the pagans again? It seems unlikely that he did it to intimidate Julian, for he knew nothing about his clandestine prayers. Perhaps, then, it had been brought to the Emperor’s attention that ancient beliefs were still going strong and would not be eradicated without renewed administrative repression? Or perhaps—and this seems more likely—the ruler was trying to appease the Christian clergy upset by the ruthlessness with which he was imposing his will on the Church? 

For this had been especially glaring during the Synod of Milan.
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​​​​​The Case of Athanasius and the Letter of Hosius

[image: ]


The Synod of Milan had been held twelve months earlier, in early AD 355. More than three hundred bishops attended, mostly from the western provinces. The deliberations were at first held in the local cathedral, but when they became heated and riots threatened, they were moved to the imperial palace. This enabled Constantius to take part in the proceedings: the emperor now listened to the speeches from behind a curtain. He now demanded that the assembly condemn Athanasius, Bishop of Alexandria and Patriarch of Egypt, and readmit the Arians into the community.

The great Arian controversy had consumed the Christian world for over thirty years, primarily in the eastern provinces. It ostensibly concerned purely theological questions: whether Christ was a creature of God, as Arius maintained, or was co-equal with the Father, as most bishops maintained. These last considered themselves defenders of the orthodox position expressed in the formula enacted at the Council of Nicaea in AD 325. That formula, known as The Nicene Creed, stated (in Greek): 


[We believe] in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten of the Father, the only-begotten, God of God, Light of Light, true God of true God, begotten not made, homoousios with the Father.​[22]


The Son was homoousios with the Father; that is, he was of the same essence. (Later, Western theologians invented a Latin word to express the Greek term: consubstantialis, a word which has since entered the English language as “consubstantial.”) 

In the thirty years since the Council of Nicaea, differences arose among the various Christian centers and became intractably entangled with personal ambitions and animosities. From the very beginning, Athanasius was regarded as the head of the orthodox; he relentlessly argued against Arius and later against his followers. And since the court of Constantius consistently supported the Arians, this alone would have been enough to bring a ton of bricks upon the bishop of Alexandria. 

But he was also accused of other offenses, notably that he regularly overstepped the powers of his office and acted too arbitrarily. In 339, Athanasius had been sent into exile; he stayed mainly in Italy, establishing strong personal contacts with many bishops of the West. Only seven years later, in AD 346, did Constantius allow him to return to Alexandria. Even then, the peace between the suspicious emperor and the proud and implacable “Pharaoh” (as his enemies called Athanasius) did not last long. The old feud was revived, and new accusations emerged: the bishop was accused of having had contacts with Magnentius, who had proclaimed himself Emperor in Gaul in 353, and was defeated by Constantius in 356. 

Given the accusations, the emperor felt compelled to remove the wayward patriarch from his seat, and the Arian bishops around him only spurred him on, constantly repeating that there would never be peace within the Empire or the Church for as long as Athanasius was allowed to act with impunity. Appropriate resolutions had already been passed by a synod in Arles in 354 and were now confirmed in Milan. Naturally, several dissenting voices were heard. It was then that Constantius uttered the famous words, the first clear statement of Caesaropapism: My will is the law of the Church.

Only four bishops and the two legates of Pope Liberius (who had remained in Rome) refused to sign the condemnation of Athanasius. The four bishops were immediately sent into exile in distant eastern provinces, and an effort was undertaken to convince the pope to ratify the relevant resolutions. The mission of mediation was undertaken by the prepositor of the sacred bedroom, Eusebius, one of the highest palace officials. He went to Rome, but Liberius rejected all arguments and suasion. The Emperor accepted this calmly, but did not give up: he decided to wait for the opportune moment to press the matter again.

Now, the bishops who had not attended the synod were pressed to sign the resolution. Various forms of pressure were applied. Most bishops yielded, but a few continued to resist. Hosius, bishop of Spanish Corduba, an old man—he was close to a hundred—once an advisor to Constantine the Great in ecclesiastical matters, and one of the authors of the Nicene Creed, wrote in a letter to the emperor: 


Remember that you are mortal. Fear the Day of Judgment. Strive to stand upon it pure and without blemish. Do not meddle with what belongs to the Church. Do not give us orders, but rather learn from us what you should believe. God has given you the power over the state, and to us the power over the Church. Whoever opposes our power acts against the Will of God. Beware that you do not commit a grave crime by usurping the rights of the Church. We are commanded to render unto the Emperor what is imperial, but unto God what is divine. We, therefore, are not allowed to clothe ourselves with the authority of the rulers. You, on the other hand, have no part in the administration of sacred things. 

Desiring your salvation, I consider it my duty to write this. As such, this is all I can convey in response to your letter. I will not have fellowship with the Arians. I curse their heresy. I will not sign the condemnation of Athanasius, not least because You Yourself had found him innocent in the past, summoning him and allowing him to return with honor to his homeland, where he reassumed the rule of that community.​[23]


This letter is worth remembering: it is the first such clear and forceful statement of the principle of the separation of church and state. This makes it one of the most important early documents in the history of relations between secular and clerical authorities, and at the same time, the first known example of the use of the quotation from the Gospel “Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s, and unto God what is God’s.”
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​​​​The Night of Saint Theonas
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Soon after the conclusion of the Synod of Milan, perhaps as early as September 355, Diogenes, a notary—that is, an imperial secretary—arrived in Alexandria. Athanasius later recalled his stay in the following words: 


He handed me no letter. Nor did we see each other, nor did he communicate anything to me.


This was because Diogenes had been entrusted with another task altogether: he had been tasked to foment a riot against the bishop, which could then serve as a pretext to remove him. However, the notary failed in his efforts and left after four months, on December 23. Just two weeks later, on January 6, 356, another official arrived in Egypt. Syrianus was the newly nominated Dux Aegypti, that is, the commander-in-chief of the Roman army on the Nile. He had clear orders to see things through and was bringing a large body of armed men with him. The only account of what happened then is biased, because it comes from Athanasius himself, but it is colorful and allows us to reconstruct the main course of events; it is contained in a letter that the bishop later sent to the emperor:


Since the Arians were spreading various rumors of my impending downfall, I asked Syrianus if he indeed had such orders in writing. Yes, I demanded that he show me the orders. And since he replied that he did not have written orders, I asked that either he or the Prefect of Egypt, Maximus, prepare the necessary documents. This was also demanded by the faithful and the priests, and the majority of the inhabitants of Alexandria alongside them, many of whom now appeared before Syrianus in the presence of Prefect Maximus. And their request was: either produce relevant documents or cease disturbing public peace until the municipality has sent its deputies to the emperor for clarification. Since the petitioners pressed their case, Syrianus, seeing the correctness of their request, swore on his health that he would not take any measures against me and would turn the matter over to the emperor. Both his secretariat and that of the Prefect are aware of this. 

The municipal archives have a record of the proceedings, and everyone can see from it that neither I nor anyone else has shown disobedience to Your Imperial Command: we just wanted to see that Command in writing. For though the Imperial Word has the same power as a written document when he who transmits it states it openly and boldly, these people neither made it clear that they had a Verbal Command, nor did they dare to put in writing what it is that they had been ordered, thereby giving the impression that they were acting on their own initiative. 

To be frank, I began to suspect their intentions, all the more so because they had many Arians with them, with whom they ate and held regular meetings. They did nothing openly, but were always busy plotting traps and subterfuges against me.


In other words, the emperor had given secret instructions to Syrianus. Naturally, the latter could not make public representations about the emperor’s secret orders. The bishop then invoked Constantius’ earlier letter guaranteeing his safety and demanded to see a formal order.


Trusting the statement of Syrianus, we gathered for services nightly, joyfully and without fear. But after twenty-three days, the Dux and his men burst into the church where we were holding our evening prayers according to custom. He brought more than five thousand armed men. They were clad in iron, and in their hands held bare swords, bows, spears, and clubs. Syrianus surrounded the building with a tight cordon so that no one could go in or out. Thinking that it would be undignified to abandon the faithful at a critical moment, and that it might be necessary to take personal risks to defend them, I sat on my throne and commanded the deacon to recite a psalm to which the people responded with the words: “God’s mercy endures forever!” Then I  told everyone to leave and go home peacefully.

Meanwhile, Syrianus forced his way inside. Soldiers surrounded the chancel. The clergy and the faithful raised a shout, begging me to leave. But this only confirmed me in my resolve: I would be the last to leave! So I stood up and, having asked the people to keep me in their prayers, told everyone to leave. I said: it is better that I suffer alone than that any of you should be harmed!

They had almost all dispersed when certain monks and priests took hold of me and dragged me out as well. I testify the truth: although a tight cordon surrounded the chancel, and another cordon surrounded the church, we managed to leave safely! The Lord was our guide and watchman; no one noticed us or accosted us. And we gave thanks to God, for we had not abandoned the faithful, but having sent them home first, managed to save ourselves and slip out of the hands of those who sought us.​[24]


The incident took place on the night of February 8-9, 356, in the great church dedicated to Saint Theonas, bishop of Alexandria of more than half a century earlier. The course of events in Athanasius’s account is not entirely clear. The bishop probably escaped unscathed thanks to the commotion, shouting, and brawling that broke out when the soldiers entered the church. He was later accused, also by people on his side, of escaping in a cowardly manner and leaving his flock to its fate; this is why he places so much emphasis in his version of the story on the fact that he was the last to leave. In fact, he wrote an entire treatise entitled In Defense of My Escape to justify himself to fellow congregants. 

And now Athanasius went into hiding for nearly six years, roaming the desert areas of Egypt and enlisting the help of the faithful, especially hermits and monastic communities. Nevertheless, he maintained contact with the Alexandrian community, guided the Egyptian Church through letters, and authored numerous theological works and polemical treatises.
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​​​​​Bishop Hilarius
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A few months later, these disturbances in Egypt found an echo in the West. For many years, the bishops of the western part of the empire had remained rather indifferent to the Christological disputes tearing apart the communities of the East. This state of affairs changed very slowly, but steadily in Athanasius’s favor. His sojourns in the West, first in 337 and then in 339-346, had contributed to this; as had the fact that Hosius, one of the fathers of the Synod of Nicea, and the shepherd of Spanish Corduba, defended him, and finally the consistent support of the bishops of Rome, who already by then enjoyed great authority. Nevertheless, as late as 353, the clergy of the West, gathered at the synod of Arles, agreed without particular resistance to condemn Athanasius, yielding easily to the persuasions of the Arians and the pressure of the court.

Among those who signed the condemnation of Athanasius at Arles was the young Bishop Hilarius of Pictavium in Aquitaine, or today’s Poitiers, who was only forty years old at the time. His very wealthy parents had been pagans. He received a thorough education, married, had a daughter, and was baptized only as a middle-aged man. He then put his exceptional organizational skills and outstanding oratorical and writing talents at the service of the new religion, and his community soon elected him as their leader. 

The biography of Hilarius is typical of the age. In a less bureaucratic and militarized state, less centralized and less autocratic, the life of Hilarius would probably have taken a different turn; he may have become an activist for some political or charitable cause, become involved in municipal or provincial government, composed party programs, and fought for their implementation. But what was a man endowed with political instincts, sincerely interested in social issues, and an ambition to do something for the general good, to do in his situation? The career as a civil servant offered very limited prospects in this regard. 

There was only one organization providing such opportunities at the time: the Church. The network of its more or less autonomous communes was united by a sense of fraternity and the still-vivid memory of past persecutions; the principle of electability of its offices opened up unheard-of opportunities for talented, enterprising individuals; and the seriousness of its teachings appealed to both the intellect and the imagination. The Church gave religious sanction to the speech of its representatives when they dared to criticize the highest dignitaries of the state, raising their voices in defense of the weak, the wronged, and the oppressed. And all this while the state became ever more openly cynical, with all its resources and attention directed to just one task: holding onto power at all costs. In this situation, the Church presented itself to the masses as the sole depository of ethics, both the ordinary, everyday ethics that guides personal conduct and the great, heroic ethics that guides behavior in matters of universal importance.​[25]

In AD 353, Hilarius attended the synod of Arles and, along with the majority, condemned Athanasius. However, as he himself admitted in his later writings, the subject of the dispute between the Arians and the Orthodox had not been clear to him at the time; he had not even heard of the term “consubstantial.” This fact perfectly illustrates the lag of the theological sophistication of the West relative to the East.

However, soon after Arles, Hilarius changed his views. Probably not so much as a result of meditating on the mysteries of Christology, but because he wanted to protest against the actions of the emperor, who so blatantly interfered in the internal affairs of the Church. 

Hilarius probably did not attend the Synod of Milan: he had anticipated what turn it would take. Instead, he launched a vigorous campaign in favor of Athanasius, organizing conventions, sending out letters, and actively promoting his cause. The court responded by instructing the bishop of Arles, Saturninus, to convene a synod at the beginning of AD 356 in today’s Biziers, a coastal city in the South of France. The participants proved willing to implement the emperor’s instructions, with Hilarius and the Bishop of Toulouse, Rodanus, finding themselves isolated. Condemned by the majority, they were exiled by the emperor to Asia Minor, where, as it turned out, they enjoyed great freedom of action.

While Julian must have been aware of the course of these events, he acted with the utmost restraint. Even Christian writers, eager to exaggerate his real and alleged offenses against the Church, never accused him of taking part in this controversy.
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​​​​​From Vienne to Reims
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Germans ravaged vast areas of Gaul: sacked cities, drove the population into slavery, turned some localities to rubble, settled permanently in others; the whole order of things, the shape of the world seemed to be falling apart. Meanwhile, the bishops in the parts of Gaul not yet affected by war, but already threatened, were waging fierce doctrinal disputes both among themselves and with the head of the state, to whom they owed everything—their livelihood, legal status, freedom of action. Some see in this a proof of their fanatical fervor and petty short-sightedness, but they are mistaken because momentous matters were at stake. The theological struggles and personal animosities were only the visible signs of deeper processes: their true content and importance remained hidden from their contemporaries.

The long months of winter came to an end at last, and the spring of AD 356 finally arrived. It was expected that the Germans would resume their attacks. The Roman commanders, for their part, wanted to drive the Germans beyond the Rhine, and the emperor in Milan demanded as much.

A few years later, Julian wrote about the campaign of the year 356 as follows: 


Around the time of the summer solstice, Constantius instructed me to go to the armies to show them his effigy [i.e., Julian]; for it was said that he was giving  [in my person] to the people of Gaul not a ruler, but merely his own likeness. As you have heard, the campaign of that first year went quite well; a great deal was accomplished, and I returned to my winter quarters.​[26]


What Julian encapsulates so modestly in one sentence, we know better through the words of Libanius in his eulogy in honor of Julian, and above all through the eyewitness account of Ammianus Marcellinus.​[27] The events of 356 unfolded as follows.

The concentration of the Roman army took place in northern Gaul, in the city then known as Durocortorum Remorum, which is now present-day Reims. The commander-in-chief, Marcellus, was there as well as the previous commander, Ursicinus; the two magistri equitum, or “masters of the horse”, held equal rank. The emperor explicitly ordered Ursicinus to remain in Gaul until the end of the operations, presumably in an advisory role. All units were to report in Reims, bringing food supplies for one month. The way to the city was not only long but also dangerous, for it led through stretches of no man’s land threatened by the forays of the Germans. 

News of the developments to the north, often exaggerated, kept coming to Vienne. It is hardly surprising that Julian’s entourage, thinking of their own comfort and security, tried to keep him on the Rhone. They argued that his life was too precious to risk it, and that experienced commanders were already in place. They pointed out that by leaving the pleasant south, he would expose himself to many annoyances: to cold, hunger, and discomfort amidst the swamps and the wilderness. They assured him that the emperor in Milan would not hold it against him if he remained in Vienne, for Constantius knew perfectly well that Julian was not a soldier.

Meanwhile, a report came in of an unusual event in Augustodunum, or today’s Autun, located between the Loire and the Saône, more than 100 miles north of Vienne. Autun, once substantial and rich, had long defensive walls, but they have since fallen into disrepair. The Germans became aware of this, secretly approached it through the woods, and one night, hundreds of warriors unexpectedly began to climb the walls on long ladders lashed together. But the night guard proved vigilant. A handful of them stood their ground, though, as Ammianus writes, “they fought with hands numb with fear and fatigue.”

Fortunately, as soon as the first alarm sounded, the veterans—old, seasoned soldiers who had been settled in the area and were now residing in the city during the war—took up arms. Snatching whatever weapons they had at hand, they ran toward the walls, which the Germans had already climbed in places. Attacking with fearless courage, they pushed the Germans back down and took up the defense of the battlements. The news of this cut through all doubts for Julian. Since the enemy was so close, and the local population was willing to stand bravely in times of need, it was the Caesar’s duty to bring aid to the threatened cities, to set an example, to fight in the first ranks.

He arrived in Augustodunum on June 24. Here, a council was held on how to advance towards Reims, since the Germans were everywhere. Consulted local informants suggested various routes, long and convoluted, that bypassed the endangered areas and gave the barbarians a wide berth. But then someone recalled that only a year earlier, Silvanus, then commander-in-chief in Gaul, had boldly taken shortcuts through the wilderness, even though the Germans were everywhere, just as they were now. Julian decided to follow in his footsteps. To avoid wasting time, he took only armored cavalry—the cataphracti—the forerunner formation of medieval knights—and a core of siege machines. These last might prove useful in capturing fortifications, but would have been useless in any hand-to-hand engagement. 

Julian took the same route as Silvanus had taken a year earlier and encountered no enemy. He reached the city of Autosudorus—today’s Auxerre—located between the Loire and the Seine. After a short rest, he continued north to Tricasses on the Seine, present-day Troyes. On this section of his route, it proved impossible to avoid clashes with the Germans. In most cases, the barbarians were outnumbered, and the Romans swept them away in brave frontal charges. They took some captives, but, lacking light cavalry, were unable to make a pursuit. After many such skirmishes, they finally arrived at the gates of Tricasses. They knocked on the gates for a long time: the residents first feared a ruse, then that the enemy might rush the open gate. Julian allowed his men
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