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CREDO


We can look forward . . . as youths, to being grown up . . . to reaching our prime, and in our prime, to growing old. . . . Whether this will happen is uncertain; but there is always something to look forward to.

AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO, ALGERIA, FIFTH CENTURY (TRANS. PETER BROWN)

I, flaming Life of the divine substance, flare up above the beauty of the plains, I shine in the waters and blaze in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and with an airy wind, as if by an invisible life which sustains the whole, I arouse all things to life. . . . And so I, the fiery power, lie hidden in these things, and they themselves burn by me, as the breath unceasingly moves the man, like windy flames in a fire . . . I am Life whole and entire; . . . all that is living is rooted in me. For Reason is the root and in it blossoms the resounding Word.

HILDEGARD OF BINGEN, GERMANY, TWELFTH CENTURY (TRANS. KENT KRAFT)
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PREFACE


Almost seven decades have passed since a brilliant young don at Girton College, Cambridge, Eileen Power, published Medieval People, a collection of biographies of six medieval men and women. Their lives fell within the time span from the ninth to fifteenth centuries. Power’s biographies were short and beautifully written, and were intended for the general reader and the student.

Power’s book is still in print, having gone through innumerable printings. Its current American publisher, HarperCollins, invited me to try my hand at writing a book similar to Power’s in scope and format, and this book is the result.

I have written herein about eight medieval men and women. The time span covered is between the fourth and fifteenth centuries. The biographies are short and the book is addressed to the lay reader and the college student.

Otherwise Power’s classic work and this book are different in important ways. Power was a social and economic historian; my interest is primarily in cultural and intellectual history. Power’s book is marked by a wonderful freshness and naivete, an irresistible British 1920s medievalist enthusiasm that I cannot quite share. My Middle Ages are both a more complex and sadder place than Power’s. It is not entirely to my advantage that I take cognizance of the vast amount of research and publication on the Middle Ages during the past seven decades. Of the forty-five works listed in my bibliography (a highly selective listing), only one would have been available to Power. It is astonishing and to her great credit as a scholar and writer that a set of medieval biographies written before the mass of modern scholarship on the Middle Ages was published should still be compelling and very much worth reading. On the other hand, in the light of all this learning about the Middle Ages, mine is inevitably a different perception of the medieval world from hers in some significant ways.

These differences can be summed up by saying that Power’s medieval people seem a generally contented lot, usually happy with themselves and not oppressed by their environment. My eight people are normally anxious, conflicted, and under stress. That I have chosen to write about people from the elite—charismatic personalities among the ruling class—who were therefore burdened by the cares of leadership, whereas Power’s people were more middle and working class, partly accounts for this difference, but not completely.

I also think that the messages of modern psychotherapy have affected me in perceiving my people as placed in critical junctures and facing hard decisions. Power was a marvelously insightful person, but the worlds of Cambridge in the early 1920s and New York in the 1990s are very different ambiences, and these differences are reflected in our perceptions of how people think and behave, in the Middle Ages as well as today.

Power was a forerunner of the “social history” focus that rose with the French Annales school in the 1930s and 1940s and reached its zenith among many American medievalists in the 1970s and 1980s. My book has the character of a countercyclical enterprise. I appreciate what Power, the Annalists, and their successors have done to explore the dimensions of medieval society, and I have learned much from them that I have used in this book, particularly with regard to scene-setting. But I also believe that the great issues and themes of the medieval world still lie within the parameters of church and state, as did so many historians who wrote during the classical era of medievalist scholarship between 1895 and 1965. This conviction shapes this book as it did my recent works, The Civilization of the Middle Ages (HarperCollins, 1993) and Inventing the Middle Ages (Morrow, 1991; Lutterworth, 1992; Quill, 1993).

A generation of American medieval historians became committed to the social history approach they learned from the Parisian Annalists and which Eileen Power can be said to have anticipated in her classic book on Medieval People of 1924. Partly for ideological reasons, the social historians gained hegemony in the academic profession, but there was always a systemic weakness in what they were doing, aside from fundamental interpretive flaws with respect to understanding the central issues of medieval civilization. The social history approach was difficult to communicate in undergraduate classes and to structure a college course around, and beyond a certain superficial level that Power’s book already attained, it was almost impossible to communicate to the lay reader.

In the past four decades research has greatly deepened understanding of the Middle Ages. A task that needs to be more artfully and strenuously pursued is the communication of the result of that research to the literate public, among whom a sustaining fascination with the medieval world exists. Inventing the Middle Ages pursued this end historiographically and via the sociology of knowledge. The Civilization of the Middle Ages attempted a comprehensive narrative history. This book employs the medium of biography to make medieval culture and society meaningful.

Herein, then, are portrayals of the life experiences of eight important medieval people and evocation of the issues that affected them as mature adults, the conflicts they endured, and the hard choices that they made. I have not tried to write psychobiography because we do not know enough, or virtually anything, in most instances about the early childhood of these people. But I have tried to suggest the psychic as well as social and cultural forces that functioned to affect their lives.

There are connecting themes that run through this book, but each biography stands by itself as an exploration of the contours of an individual life irrespective of the roles that each of these eight individuals played in the developing structure of medieval civilization, which are indicated. Each one of these five men and three women were fascinating personalities and I have tried to reveal their distinctive characters. Even if the material, cultural, and social contexts of medieval lives were quite different from our own, these lives can still engage our attention, inspire our empathy, and refine our humanity.

For sake of comprehension, succinctness, and readability I have employed some transposition of the medieval way of talking into late-twentieth-century discourse and have used some dramatic constructions. This modest exercise of historical imagination preserves, however, medieval sense and sensibility that academic research has revealed. The innovation, if it may be called that, is in the way the narrative is told.

The relationship between narrative history, of which the biographical genre is a subset, and imaginative literature has been much discussed in the past decade, at considerable length and with insight by Hayden White and Simon Schama. Distinguished historians divide on this subject. What was intended as hostile opinion was rendered a decade ago by Gordon S. Wood: “Narrative history cannot be scientific; it is simply story telling, not essentially different from fiction” (New York Review of Books, August 12,1982). A positive view has been expressed in hortatory manner recently by Barbara Hanawalt: “Historians should boldly move beyond current conventions of historical expository writing and explore all avenues for presenting the story” (American Historical Review, February 1993). Wood and Hanawalt do not differ so much on the nature of narrative history as on the abstruse question of wherein lie the permissible parameters of the historian’s craft.

Without getting involved in the philosophical issues, which are beyond my ken, I have done what I thought would make a difficult subject not only accessible but exciting to the general reader. I think it is the reader’s response that finally determines the canonical character of historical writing.

N. F. C.

Sag Harbor, Long Island
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CHAPTER ONE

THE ADVENT OF THE MIDDLE AGES

HELENA AUGUSTA



“The old Jewish whore is coming down the road with the bishop of Caesarea and the rest of her entourage,” said Spero, the innkeeper, to Petra, the head of his assembled staff of six people. “They will be here very soon and they will be thirsty, hungry, tired, and dirty from the dusty road. They have been on the road from Caesarea since early this morning. Remember she wants to be treated like an empress and the Emperor Constantine expects us to treat his mother Helena as an Augusta, an empress. Remember there is good money for all of us if we please old Helena the Jewish bitch.”

It was late in the afternoon of a hot September day in the year 326, at a crossroads a mile east of the Palestinian coast halfway between Caesarea in the north and Jaffa in the south.

As the cloud of dust signaling that the Augusta’s party was approaching increased in size, Spero became more nervous and fussy. He turned to the stable boy and made sure there was enough hay for the horses in the Augusta’s entourage.

“Remember, Petra,” Spero said to the young woman whose special responsibility it was to supervise the dining room, “the meals must be not only well prepared but elegantly served and only our best vintages from the Golan Heights will do.”

Spero came from one of the Greek pagan families that the imperial government had settled in ancient Judea after Roman arms crushed the last Jewish revolt and the province’s name was changed to Palestine.

The Romans had treated the Jews generously and the imperial government’s reward for this generous treatment had been two fierce revolts within sixty years by the Jewish freedom fighters. After revolts were suppressed and the Jewish Temple destroyed, the Jews were expelled from Jerusalem and coastal plain where Caesarea was located and they were confined to the Galilee and the Golan Heights in the north of the country.

From the eastern Mediterranean the imperial government brought in Greek-speaking Gentile immigrants of various ethnic backgrounds to replace the exiled Jews. Fourth-century Palestine was still a rich agricultural land. It still as in biblical time provided bounteous crops. It was not yet desiccated by millennia of mining the soil, back to the time of the Canaanites, and perhaps a deterioration of the climate through a radical drop in rainfall that occurred under Arab rule.

After the Jews were expelled from southern Palestine, it became a quiet land. No more the clogging of the roads with families headed up to Jerusalem to pray and offer sacrifices at the Temple. No more rabbinical schools where bearded young men shook themselves while they studied, syllable by syllable, the sacred text of the Torah. No more the litigants assembled before rabbis, awaiting their judicial decisions. No more the crowds gathered around prophets declaiming the Word of God on hilltops and in market squares. No more the lineups at the ritual slaughterhouses awaiting precious supplies of kosher meat. Southern Palestine was a quiet land now, like Poland in the late 1940s after the Jews were dead.

The villa, the gymnasium, and the amphitheater were now the prominent features of the Palestinian landscape, signaling the triumph of Greek culture in the Holy Land. Paganism prevailed in the land of the prophets.

Like so many Greeks in Palestine, Spero hated the displaced Jews, just as the Israelis now detest the displaced Palestinians.

“Spero, why do you call Empress Helena a Jewish whore?” said Petra. “I know you don’t like the Emperor Constantine and his family because they are Christians and you have stayed passionately loyal to the old gods. I know that you are disappointed that for the first time a Christian has become emperor. But why do you call Helena a Jewish whore?”

Spero came originally from Alexandria in Egypt. He was a product of that mercantile middle class in the cities of the eastern Mediterranean upon whom both the economic and intellectual vitality of the Roman Empire heavily depended. He had attended the schools of Greek philosophy there, where traditional Graeco-Roman polytheism had been refined through the prism of Platonic philosophy and Middle Eastern mysticism. In Alexandria, Spero had also imbibed the intense anti-Semitism that had developed among the pagan intellectuals as the conflict endured between the Greek-speaking majority and the large Jewish minority in the Egyptian metropolis. Like so many scholars and intellectuals in the later Roman Empire, especially those who remained loyal to the old religion and did not join the Christian Church and become bishops and priests, Spero could not make a living as a scholar and philosopher. He had to find a trade. He migrated to Palestine, where the Roman government had welcomed pagan immigrants, and became an innkeeper.

Spero drew Petra aside, out of the earshot of the rest of his staff.

“Because that is how Helena started out—a half century ago in a small city in Bythinia, in Asia Minor, among the proletarian Jewish masses in those stinking cities there. She was a barmaid and a stable girl, and one day a Roman officer named Constantius took her as his concubine and Constantine our emperor was the product of that union of these two pathetically obscure people—the soldier and the barmaid—in a provincial town. But then Constantius showed his political mettle and rose in the ranks, and his Jewish barmaid concubine became an obstacle to his advancement. So he abandoned her and took a proper wife, and you know the end of the story—Constantius got to be the assistant emperor in the north, in Britain, and Constantine his son inherited his army and marched on Rome and gained the imperial purple.”

“Where was Helena all that time?” asked an intrigued, wide-eyed Petra.

“Who knows? Probably back in that town in Bythinia—today absurdly called Helenepolis—serving wine, cleaning the stables, and putting out for the soldiers. This is our great imperial family. May the gods preserve us.”

“But Constantine didn’t forget his momma, did he? That says something for the Christian emperor you don’t like,” said Petra.

“Yes, give Constantine credit for that, if raising whore mothers to the imperial purple is a good thing—Constantine deserves the credit,” said Spero.

The Augusta’s entourage turned off the main road and wound up the path to the inn. Four soldiers in heavy armor rode at the front, followed by the empress’ litter, its sides covered in heavy brocade and the monogram of Christ, Chi Rho, rising in a gold ornament from the top of the litter, which was carried by four huge swarthy slaves. Behind the litter rode the elegantly dressed bishop, Eusebius of Caesarea, the senior ecclesiastic of all Palestine, and chief court propagandist and confidant of the emperor. A dozen servants and six more soldiers on foot shuffled on behind the bishop.

When the Augusta’s litter reached the front of the inn, Spero and Petra and the rest of the staff were stiffly assembled to greet Helena and the bishop. Helena opened the side of the litter and looked cautiously at Spero and his group. With the help of a personal maidservant who had emerged from the crowd that had followed the empress and the bishop, Helena got out of the litter and stood erect and looked around. She was an old woman of seventy-six years, but still handsome, vigorous, and dignified. She had white hair, bright brown eyes, and a large Semitic nose. Spero prostrated himself facedown on the ground at Helena’s feet until she motioned to him to get up.

Spero rose and quickly dusted himself off.

“How great an honor it is that the Helena Augusta, mother of the most exalted Emperor Constantine, should stay at our humble inn, Supreme Majesty. We shall do everything to make you and his grace, the bishop of Caesarea, the famous theologian and historian Eusebius, and all your soldiers and servants in Your Excellency’s entourage welcome and comfortable for tonight.”

Helena ignored Spero and motioned to Petra.

“Young woman,” said Helena in a loud and firm voice. “I call upon you to help me. I am tired and thirsty from the trip to Caesarea. We have a long way to go before we reach our destination in Jerusalem. You can show me to my room.”

Petra led the way into the inn and upstairs to its best room. A silent Eusebius, a tall, thin figure with a dour face, a silver cross dangling from his neck, followed Spero to the room assigned to him.

Spero’s inn lay at the busiest crossroads in Palestine, where the road eastward to Jerusalem intersected with the coastal road between Caesarea and Jaffa. This intersection is still one of the busiest in Israel, the site today of lengthy traffic jams. The intersection lies about 20 miles south of Caesarea, the leading city in Roman Palestine at this time, while Jerusalem still lay devastated from the Jewish wars against Rome and the failure of the great Jewish rebellions against imperial power.

Caesarea on the Mediterranean was renowned for its beautiful villas and a splendid open-air theater. Today villas of prominent Israeli politicians and businessmen, including the private home of the current president of Israel, Ezer Weizman, are located in Caesarea. The amphitheater facing the sea has been restored by the Israelis and is heavily used in summer for concerts. Lifestyle in the Holy Land has not changed much since the time of Constantine—only the ethnicity of the master race.

Today at the crossroads where Spero’s inn was located there is a large gas station, within a wing of which is discreetly located one of the best (and cheapest) Arab restaurants in Israel.

After Helena had bathed with the aid of her personal maid, she dismissed the servant, and dressed only in a simple linen chemise laid down in the bed that Petra had prepared for her. Petra had gone down to the wine cellar while the empress was in her bath and now she held on a tray a beaker of white wine and a blue metal goblet, the best that this roadside inn had to offer.

“Your Majesty,” said Petra, “may I offer you some of our best white wine. It is from the Golan Heights in the far north, where we get all our wine, and the Jewish rabbi who personally supplies us from his vineyard on the cool mountains in the Golan made a delivery just this morning. It is a new cask we have tapped to make sure the wine would be at its best for you.”

Helena took the wine, drained the goblet in one swallow, motioned for a refill, and downed that too. Petra filled the goblet a third time. Helena set it on the table next to her bed. “Petra,” said the Augusta, “come and sit beside me on the bed. You are a pretty young woman. You remind me of the woman I once was long ago in Bythinia, when I too worked in an inn and capably served the guests as you are doing. I think you must be about the same age I was when I gave birth to my son Constantine. I was then twenty-four.”

“I am a little older than that, Your Highness,” said Petra.

“And what is your race, Petra? Tell me about yourself.”

“Your Majesty, I told Spero when I came to work here last year I was a Palestinian, but I cannot lie to you. I am Jewish. Jews are not supposed to live in this part of the country, I know, ever since the great revolts against Rome. The Jews were exiled from Jerusalem and from the coastal plain here and confined to Galilee and the Golan in the north. But some Jews have come back here quietly to seek employment among the Romans, Greeks, and Palestinians. And if we are quiet, no one bothers us, especially the women among us. The Jewish men cannot easily disguise their race because they pray so much and they are circumcised, but it is easy for an unmarried Jewish woman to pretend she is a Gentile and to get employment in an inn. I needed the work. There was little for me to do up north, except to get married to a pious man and produce many children. The atmosphere up there in the Galilee and Golan among the Jews is oppressive, with all those devout rabbis, who consider women inferior and imprison us in their rules and large families. So that is why I came down here and I told Spero I was a Palestinian. I hope, exalted Augusta, you will keep my little secret and not give me away.”

“Of course, I won’t,” said Helena. “I am a Jewish woman myself in origin, and I know how hard it is for a Jewish girl, and how oppressive the rabbis are. I told my son about how I suffered as a young vivacious woman who liked sex and drinking, how the rabbis persecuted me for this, and maybe that is why the Emperor Constantine hates the Jews so much. Constantine won’t even let the Church celebrate Easter at its proper time—at Passover. He and the bishops invented an alternative date. I thought that was funny.”

There was a warm feeling between the two Jewish women, separated by a half century in age, but with something in common—their careers as barmaids and their need to make their own way in the world, with little help from their original families and hostility from the rabbis because of their proclivity to sex and drink.

“Empress Augusta,” said Petra boldly, “I have heard so much about your many charities to the poor and the sick, how you free slaves and rescue convicts. But why at your age are your embarked on this tiresome journey to Jerusalem? Most of the old city still lies wasted, from the Jewish wars against Rome and the Romans’ savage destruction of the city, and you have three more days of travel from here, having already spent a day en route from Caesarea. And you know, it is a difficult journey, first having to cross the hot central plains of the country and then, in the last leg of the journey, having a long climb up a steep hill—Jerusalem is very high up.”

“I know that,” said Augusta. “It is indeed a difficult journey for someone of my advanced age. But I am in good health and it isn’t that I have to walk there or even go on horseback. In any case, I am compelled to go, both by my son the emperor and by my Christian God. I go there to do penance and make restitution for my family. Have you not heard of the tragedy that has struck the imperial family?”

“No, I have not,” said Petra.

“The secret has been well kept. Not many people know. The public is ignorant. To speak frankly, three months ago Constantine suddenly ordered the deaths of his eldest son, my beloved grandson, Crispus, a brilliant young man, and also the death of Constantine’s then current wife Fausta. The death sentences were carried out very quietly—Crispus died from poisoning, Fausta was killed in a steam bath, to make it look like an accident. The deaths were justified, but Constantine’s terrible anger is now stilled and he is remorseful for killing his favorite son and his son’s stepmother.”

“Why were these killings justified, Your Majesty?” said Petra cautiously.

“Crispus and Fausta were almost of the same age—Crispus was the son of a concubine, as you know Constantine was himself, and I was that concubine who was Constantine’s mother. Crispus and Fausta were found to have had a sexual relationship. By Roman law, Constantine was justified in ordering their deaths. Perhaps he was compelled to do so. But now he is remorseful, and to appease the Christian God that he now worships—as I do, because he insists I do so—he has gone on an orgy of church building all over the empire. He especially wants to honor Jesus Christ, to whom he prayed before his most crucial battles and always received Christ’s support. Constantine has already ordered the bishop of Jerusalem to make preparations for building a great church over Christ’s tomb, if it can be found. I am going to Jerusalem to find this tomb and to direct the building of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre over it. Constantine thinks that the building of this church in Jerusalem will cause Christ to forgive him for the deaths of Crispus and Fausta, if Christ puts any blame on the emperor.”

“I was in Jerusalem a year ago,” said Petra, “and the Temple Mount is in ruins and covered with debris. I hope you can find Jesus’ tomb.”

“I have no doubt that I will,” said Helena, “but that is not all. While I am in Jerusalem I will search for relics of the True Cross on which the Savior was crucified. I had a dream last month that I would find the True Cross and bring it back to Constantinople, to Constantine’s capital, where it will be the center of Christian worship and adoration. I have already once in my life been the instrument of God’s providence for changing the course of history. I was the mother of Constantine, the first Christian emperor. I do not know why God chose me for this divine purpose. But He did. Now I feel He has chosen me to find the Holy Sepulchre and the True Cross which will confirm millions in their faith and, I hope, bring millions more into the Church. All this for a poor Jewish girl in Bythinia, who became the lover and concubine of a minor officer in the Roman army there. Even though Constantius had to abandon me when he rose to eminence in the empire, I had my son to comfort me and my belief that somehow my life would turn out alright. And it has—much better than I expected. If God has been good to me up to now, His favor will continue to shine upon me and I will find the Holy Sepulchre and the True Cross in Jerusalem.”

Petra, who had by now downed a couple of glasses of wine herself, became bold in what she said.

“I wish you good luck in your quest for the tomb of Jesus and for the True Cross. I admire the Christian faith, and certainly there is nothing very attractive in what the crabbed old Jewish rabbis teach in their synagogues in the Galilee and the Golan. I was glad to get away from those bearded, mean men crouched over their Torah scrolls. But the Christian faith disappoints me in two ways, Your Majesty. I want to tell you frankly.”

“And which are those?” said Helena, now sitting up in her bed and looking a bit sternly at Petra.

“First,” said Petra, “I am disappointed in the way the Church is organized. Only men can become priests. Women are given a subordinate role. It is not different in that respect from the Jews. I blame mean old St. Paul, who was—as he said—a Pharisee of the Pharisees and he took over from his rabbinical faith the conviction that women should keep quiet in the church, should sit in the back, and never assume positions of leadership.”

“I am a little disappointed myself,” said Helena, “that the Church does not give religious equality to women. But you have to understand that it is a Roman Church, after all, and Roman law gives an inferior status to women even in noble families. In Roman law, the family is rigidly patriarchal. Women are subordinated to the father or eldest son. This discrimination has been carried over into the Roman Church. It isn’t all St. Paul’s fault. Perhaps in time women will gain equality in the Church. In the meantime, I think women should do whatever they can to serve Christ and the Church and to demonstrate that depth of their spiritual commitment. That is what I am doing on this pilgrimage to Jerusalem and I hope that all wealthy Christian women will emulate me. The more women who go on pilgrimages and distribute charity—along with those who remain virgins and become nuns, which is also important—the more likely it is that the bishops will throw off the discrimination against women they got from St. Paul and from Roman law and give women full equality in the Church. I will not live to see this change, Petra, and my son the Roman soldier who thinks women only good for sex and piety is dead set against such a change, but perhaps you will see the time, Petra, when women are given their due in the Church and allowed to become priests and bishops.”

“I doubt that I will see that in my lifetime,” said Petra. “The bishops like your friend Eusebius give no indication of recognizing women’s equality in the Church.”

“We can only do our best and hope that God will change their attitudes toward women,” said Helena. “Now tell me Petra, you said there were two things you held against the Catholic Church, its sexism being one. What is the other?”

There was a pause as Petra seemed to be collecting her thoughts, trying to decide whether she should risk responding to this query. After a few moments of silence, she responded.

“The Catholic faith does not explain the existence of evil in the world. The Jews couldn’t explain it; neither can the Christians. How can a good and omnipotent God allow so much cruelty and unhappiness, so much terror and oppression, so much poverty and sickness in the world? It seems to me to make more sense to believe as the Gnostics and Manichees do, that there are two gods, the God of Light and the God of Darkness, and the God of Darkness creates the evil in the world. That is what I believe.”

“I do not object to the doctrines of the Gnostics and the Manichees,” said Helena. “But do not let Bishop Eusebius hear you talk like that. The bishops are intent on rooting out the vestiges of this dualist faith and now they have the power of the Roman state behind them. My son the emperor will exercise his authority against any Gnostic or Manichee he can find. He believes that anyone who envisages two gods could also imagine two emperors. The Roman faith is now ordained to be a political monotheism—one God in heaven and one emperor on earth, who is God’s representative in the world and rules by divine power. Anyone who follows the Gnostics and Manichees in claiming there are two gods is now considered a danger to the Roman state.”

“That is the way it is,” said Petra. “First the rabbis drove the Gnostics underground and now the Christians want to kill them. How cruel and false is the world of powerful and selfish men.”

The former barmaid and the current one looked at each other in sympathetic silence. Then Spero entered and prostrated himself again before the empress.

“Augusta,” he said, “it is the dinner hour. Bishop Eusebius has chosen to go down to the private dining room. The other members of your entourage have already eaten in the public dining room. Will you join Eusebius downstairs, or shall Petra bring your dinner up here?”

“I will go downstairs,” said Helena. “I have not talked with Eusebius since we left Caesarea early this morning. He will begin to think I am angry at him. He is very sensitive and insecure.”

When the three of them—Helena, Spero, and Petra—descended to the dining room there was a heated exchange already under way between Eusebius and Rabbi Simon, who earlier that day had delivered the wine from his vineyard on the Golan. Rabbi Simon was a stocky middle-aged man with a short gray beard and black knitted skull cap.

Mean epithets such as “disgusting Jew” and “nefarious Christian” were being hurled between the bishop and the rabbi.

“Rabbi Simon,” said Spero nervously, “1 am surprised you are still here. I paid for the casks of wine you delivered and I thought you would be on the road by now, leading your camel train back to the Golan.”

“Before I leave, Spero,” said the rabbi, “you always give me a meal. Of course I cannot eat your meat, but you always let me have some humus with bread and olives and fruit to prepare me for the long journey back to the Golan.”

“But I told you,” said a near hysterical Spero, “that the Empress Helena and Bishop Eusebius are staying here tonight on their way to Jerusalem and you could not take a meal in the dining room tonight. I shall get the cook to prepare you something to eat on the road.”

“Let him be,” said Helena imperiously. “I am no admirer of rabbis but I have never found them to hurt anyone. Let the rabbi stay and take some refreshment with us before he leaves.”

Eusebius looked as though he was about to say something, then thought better of it and was silent.

So they sat down to an elaborate Middle Eastern meal, which Petra served. Afterward Eusebius addressed Spero and Rabbi Simon jointly.

“In a few years there will be no adherents of the old Roman gods, and no Jews outside the Church either. Christ was born in the reign of Augustus Caesar and died and was resurrected in the reign of Tiberius Caesar. This was a sign that empire and Church were destined to unite. Now God’s providence is fulfilled and history reaches its final era. When Constantine the follower of the Cross took Rome, that was God’s doing and His sign that henceforth the destiny of Rome and the Church were identical for all time. There is no place for either pagans or Jews in the Christian Empire. You innkeeper Spero, and you Rabbi Simon, should accept the true faith and join the Church peacefully now and you will be amply rewarded for your conversion or in time you will be forced to do so.”

Rabbi Simon spread some humus on pita bread and ate it and said nothing. He tried to avoid looking at the bishop as well as at the roasted pig and lamb on the table.

Spero looked at the empress and her expression, he thought, encouraged a response to the bishop. So he spoke.

“When Constantine gained the throne in Rome, fourteen years ago, he issued an edict of toleration. Although he professed to be a Christian, much to everyone’s surprise, since the Church had just gone through a period of intense persecution by the Roman state, Constantine said he would tolerate all faiths in the empire, as long as loyalty to the state and imperial majesty was professed. Although Constantine lavished wealth and privileges on the Church and elevated the bishops to the rank of the highest nobility, he still employed members of the old faith—whom you insultingly call pagans, meaning country hicks—in his government. And he embossed his coins not only with Christian symbols but also with a pagan symbol, the emblem of the Unconquered Sun. Constantine is a great ruler, wise and beneficent. But apparently you do not agree with his policy of toleration, Eusebius. You threaten oppression of pagans and Jews, just as the Christians were—wrongly I think—persecuted by the Roman state before Constantine gained the throne.”

“When Constantine gained the throne of the Western Empire fourteen years ago,” replied Eusebius, “Christians were not more than a quarter of the Latin-speaking population. He vanquished his co-emperor, his pagan brother-in-law, only two years ago, as you know, and only then also became ruler here in the Eastern, Greek-speaking empire, where Christians were more numerous, but still less than half of the population. Therefore Constantine has had to be tolerant of the polytheists like you, Spero. But in time Constantine or his Christian successors, as Christians become the majority of the imperial population, will close the pagan temples and force conversion upon the pagans. You pagans have always believed in Fortune and you considered the triumphs of the Roman state as a sign that the divine forces in the universe favored the arms and symbols of imperial power. Now the Roman state remains strong and united but under a Christian ruler. So has Fortune decreed for the Roman state. The bishops are replacing the governors as the leaders of local society, by decision of the emperor. Every day thousands of people, including members of the old Roman aristocracy, newly accept the authority of the bishops and join the Church. Those who were last have now become first. You should accept this destiny now, Spero—and you too, Petra, whom I presume is also a pagan—and enter the Christian community now.”

Petra looked at Helena, who remained expressionless and did not betray the young woman. Spero had become agitated and responded in a loud voice.

“So this is the glorious dawn, Bishop Eusebius, that was promised the population of this empire. We were promised a multicultural state and now it is to be an intolerant Christian state that uses imperial power on behalf of the Church. This was not the Roman way. The old emperors allowed everyone to worship in their own manner as long as they gave vague recognition to the imperial cult and were loyal to the emperor. Rome prospered under this tolerant regime, and the population of this vast Mediterranean
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“Cantor evokes the ambiances of each of the various epochs, and he enables us to enter sympathetically into the intense idealism of the people concerned even as we become aware of their limitations.”

            —Kirkus Reviews
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