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ABSTRACT,

"Researches into the Divine Institutes of Lactantius.'" PhD Thesis

in the Faculty of Divinity. Rev Fr.J.A.McGuckin,CP,

Critical scholarship over this century has been almost exclusively
concerned with Lactantius as a literary or historical 'persona‘’,yet
recent studies have successfully demonstrated the potential his work
has to allow us insight into the theological motivation of the pre -
Nicene Church. The thesis attempts to analyse the major work of the
apologist as an essay in theological communication addressed primarily
to pagan 'literati' but showing signs that its author also envisaged

a Christian readership. It 1is suégested that the work, with &ll its
archaisms and obscurities, may still be taken as a valid indication
of the state of western tradition on the eve of Nicaea.

The study exposes the patristic authorities of Lact-
antius and demonstrates that his scriptural inspiration is significant-
ly greater than was previously imagined. The theological analysis of
his apology embraces the doctrine of God, the anthropology, and the
christology., In the first, Lactantius 1llustrates the divine transcend-
ence by using theological attributes common to both Classical and Christ-
ian tradition 1in an attempt to convey the scriptural notion of suprene
providence to his pagan audience. His vision of God is essentially that
of the Pantokrator of pre-Nicene tradition.The anthropology is determined
by apologetic concerns and frequently applies the Stoic 'topos' of the

status rectus , although . he transforms his sources by setting the figure

within the context of Christian worship and ethics.The christology pres-

ents Christ's salvific work in terms of a magisterium that uniquely ful-

fils the aspirations of religion and philosophy.

Lactantius shows an overall dependence on a Logos -
theology. as well as preserving several archaisms, not least a
spirit-christology that results in his binitarianism, In general,Lact-
antius emerges as a theologian who looks back to ancient traditions of
ecclesiastical theology, and is much more remote from Nicaea than the
mere twenty years that distance him from the Council would at first
suggest. He is a Father who is not only a primary source for our histor-

ical knowledge of the period, but one who deserves to be studied more

sensitively as a theological witness,

Durham, December. 1980.




" Volui sapientiam cum religione coniungere, ne quid studiosis
inanis illa doctrina possit officere, ut iam scientia litterarum

non modo nihil noceat religioni atque iustitiae, sed etiam prosit

quam plurimum, 8i is qui eas didicerit, sit in virtutibus instructior,

in veritate sapientior.’

Divinae Institutiones. 5.1.11.

‘Christianorum omnium facundissimus est Lactantius.’
(Ludovicus Vives) (1)
‘Purissimus scriptor, facundissimus et sanctissimus vir.’

(Ianus Brovkhusius) (2)

(1)

v Mg B s om me: e — ,—r"_ﬂmﬁ— _wm_h ﬂ__:____..--:-

cf. Lacta.ntii opera omnia. Ed. I.IL. Bunemann. Leipzig 1739.

Testimonia facing p.l.

(2) Ianus Brovkhusius. Ad Propertium  3.15.8. <. Biinemann. thek. ).
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Chapter 1 Lactantius' life and writings

A, Biogravhical Details

The primary sources for our knowledge of Lactantius are,of course,his
own writings. The accounts of him and his work left to us byithe
ancient connnentatofs are by no means comprehensive and herein lies the
major historical problem in attempting to construct a Lactantian
biography. Although his work is one of the major sources we have for
the general history of the Church from Diocletian to Constantine, the
author is extremely averse to offering us any personal biographical
detail in his text. The collection of his Epistolae, which could have
provided us with much more information in this respect, was il.ost in
antiquity. - This problem in the source materials explains the wide

and frequent differences in the modern biographies of the apologist.(1)

*

(1) There are many brief biographies available:-

E. Amann. Lactance. In. DTC. 8. pt 2. 1925. cols 2425-2444.

S. Brandt. Ueber das leben des Lactantiugs., Sitzsungsberichte der
philosophisch-historischen klasse der kaiserlichen
akademie der wissenschaften. 120. Abh.5. Vienna 1890.

F.L. Cross Lactantius. Dictionary of the Christian Church. Oxford
1974 pp. 191-=792.

BE. Ffoulkes. Lactantius. Dictionary of Christian biography. (Ed.
Smith-Wace) Oxford. 1882. pp. 613-617.

M. Gehrardt. Das leben und die schriften des Lactantius. Diss.
phill Erlangen- HMbllrgt 1924-

H. Leclerg. Lactance. DAC vol 8. pt.1l. 1928 pp 1018-1041.
H, Lietzmann. Laktanz. RKA vol 12 pt 1. 1924 Cols. 351=356.

M. Pellegrino Lattanzio. Enciclopedia Cattolica (Ed. Paschini) Rome
1949f. Vol 7 cols. 951-954.

Se Prete Dexr geschichtliche hinterggu_nd.zu den werten des Laktanz
G‘ymnaSium' 631 1956. PP. 365-82’ 486"'509i

J. Steinhausen Hieronymus und Laktanz in Trier. Trierexr Zeitschrift.
20. 1951 pp 126-154.

J. Stevenson. The Life and litexr activity of lLactantius SP.1l. (T.U)
vol. 63) 1957 ppe 261—367.

The most comprehensive work is possibly that of:

P. llonceaux. Histoire littgraire de 1'Afrique chrétienne.
vol 3. Paris 1905 ZBrussells 19335 pp 287-359.
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The list of Secondary sources is at first impressive, consisting
of; Jerome, Eusebius, Pope Damasus, Augustine, Cassiodorus, Apollinaris
Sidonius, and Gennadfﬁé*.(‘ﬂ But as can be expected the later
commentators of thi; series rely in an increasing degree on the prior
knowledge of Jerome and Eusebius. Jerome gives his name as: Firmianus
qui et Lactantius (2) e The formula is a common one in latin epigraphy (3‘).
Cyprian was knowp before him as Caecilius Cyprianus qui et Thascius.
The form announces the familial name of 'Firmianus' and then the personal
sobriquet 'Lactantius'. It was formerly maintained that he won the

title because of the 'milky elegance"™ of his style (4) but the

('1‘) The references will be cited in the body of the text:

Jerome: De viris illustribus. 80. chron. ad ann abr. 2333. Ep.70.5
BEuseblus: Chron. ad ann. 2330 -

Damasuss Ad Hieronymum. Ep. 35. (numbered in the letters of Jerome)
Auvgustine: . De Doctrina Christiana 2.61

Cassiodorus: Inst. div. 1litt. 28
ApOllinariB Sidonius: Ep- 4, 3’ 7:
Gennadius. De Viris illustribus.- 15

For a complete list of ancient testimonia c¢.f. S.Brandt. CSEL 27 pp 269-
278, and Ibid. pp 155-167.

(2) pe. vir. 111. 80

(3) P. Cagnat. Cours d'epigraphie Latine. 3rd Edn. Paris 1890. p.57f.

(4) Cf. S. Guillon. Selectio Patrum . vol 16. Paris 1830 p.193.
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interpretation seems entirely arbitrary. The same formula qui et
Lactantius appears on the tombstone of an otherwise unknown pagan, Seius
Clebonianus, which was discovered at Ain Mtirschu (in the ancient province
of Numidia) in the early years of this century(.o This would indicate
that it is evidently not a unique personal attachment, and not a
christian, post~baptismal name as others have suggested(Z) . Firmianus
denotes his familial name. Towards the end of the last century two
separate books were written in an attempt to trace the etymological roots
of the name to the town of Fermo, the anéient Firmium in Ita.ly.(3)
Geographical loyalties and enthusiasms, however, had outrun the available
evidence and the case is universally rejected today. Not only were
there several small towns called Firmum in Numidia, but if this had been
the real etymological foundation, the name would probably have assumed
the form "Firmanus". More to the point, all the known facts of the
apologist'!s early life point unmistakably to Africa. Jerome tells us
that lLactantius was a pupil of Arnobius(‘df') who presided over the School
at Sicca Vener::l.a.(5 ) and he also mentions how the earliest literary work
of Lactantius originated in Africa.( 6 Moreover Lactantius is aware

of, and in some degree dependent on, all the African Fathers who preceded
him; Minucius, Tertullian, and Cyprian(:"m though he shows no trace of
literary dependence or even close familiarity with the tradition of
Roman theology as may be represented in the works of Novatian or even

Hippolytus.

(1) CIL. Suppl. pt 2. Berlin 1894. (Eds. R Cagnat/J. Schmidt) p.1688
No. 17767‘

“ Ain Mtourchon sur la route d'Ain Beida a' Krenchela, a'ga.uche.
TS, SEIVS CLEBONIANVS QVI ET LACTANTIVS V. AN VICSIT ANIS XXXV .

2
(2} H. Von Campenhausen. The Fathers of the Latin Church. London 1964 p.62

(3 P. Mecchi Lattanzio e la sua patria. Fermo. 1875. Of P (olVanni, C&IBk'oj)

(4) De Vir. I11. 80: Firmianus qui et Lactantius Arnobii discipulus

Ibid. Ep. 70.5. Septem libros Adversus Genites Arnobius edidit
Totidemque discipulus eius Lactantiuse...

5
( ) Present day Le Kef.

(6) De Vir. i111.80. 'habemus eius Symposium quod adulescentulus scripsit

Africae, et Hodoeporicum Africa usque ad Nicomediam.,'’
(.7) cf. ch 2
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The tribal name he bears, that of the(C aecilii ,probably had little
significance in Lactantius' time. Yet in earlier generations the
#Caecilii Metelli had been among the most important patrons of the North
.African.province(1). In his origin, formation, and rhetorical
temperament ,then, Lactantius is decidedly Latin African, and many traces
of this origin remain in his extant works. One of the few purely
ecclesiastical matters to which he alludes in the Dfiis the heresy that
arose from.proud.men.seékingthe "highest ériestlypower"(z) and he also
defines the mark of the true church as the confessioﬂ and forgiveness of
sins(3), both of which allusions suggest he is refering to the Novatianist
Schism. Paul Monceaux also points out how often Lactantius ‘spea.ks of
themes that were proper to.Africa(4), especially the cult of the ancient
Kings of Mauretania(S). He 18 also the first of a.llithe Fathers to
mention the Legends of.Apuleiﬁ; the Neo-platonist, who was born in
Madaura on the borders of the African proviicé(s). And finally, traces

of Lactantius! familial name have been discovered in the excavations of

Constantine, North Africa.

(1) Clﬁ vol 8. suppl. pt 2. no. 7241

(2) 'm0 4.30.5

(3) ;0 4.30.13

(4) Monceaux. Histoire Litteraire.. 3. p.289.
(5) cpe Dl. 1.15.6-8. *
(&) 1. 5.3. 7,2
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The immense coincidence of the name (1‘), along with all the other
indications, is a probable indication that the apologist originated in
the Cirta~ Mascula region of the Numidian province. The area's major
settlement today is Constantine, situated between Algiers and Tﬁnié,

about fifty miles from the Mediterranean coast(z);

The precise form of the middle name has been the subject of much

controversy,since the manuscripts vary between two versions: Caelius

and Caecilius. The editor of the cr:i.tlcal text of the works decided

(3)

on the authenticity of 'Caelius on the grounds that the codex Bonomriensis
carried this form in the titles of Books 1l-4 and 7 of the Divine
Institutes,and he argued that Caecilius became the more popular version
since it was more familiar in the Church as a saint's name.(5 ) The
authority of the epitaphion,however, which was discovered after Brandt

had written, as well as the use of Caecilius as a Roman patronym, show

(1) ca1 vo1 8. pt 1. Berlin. 1881. Ed. G. Wilmans. (p.649) No.724l.

*Ara alta m. 0.78, lata m. 0.41 Constantinae, prés du palais

du bey, dans le mur d'une maison. y
D.M. L. CAECILIVS FIRMIANVS V. A, XXV HSE.

(2) Many inscriptions arise from this area bearing the name of the
Caecilii. The last we know, being the interlocutor in the
Octavius of Minucius Felix, This Caecilius was a magistrate

at Cirta in 210 AD,

(:3) S. Brandt. CSEL. vol.19. Prologue pp 7, 94.
ibid-l 701-27- pp- 64, 132.

(-4) Brandt classed this as the most ancient of the M35., (6=Tth
Century), though R. Pichon later argued for the priority of
Codex Parisinus.

(5) However, it is only the masculine version of a Saint's naume,
and the monastic copyists must have been equally aware that
caelius derived from caeles. It is also much easier to see
how Caecilius could corrupt into Caelius in a Ms. tradition
than vice versa.
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that this latter form is definitive. In addition, the sole manuscript

of the IM (1) attributes the work in its title page to one Lucius Caecilius.
Harnack and Monceaux independently reached the same conclusions about

the name in 1904 and successfully refuted the arguments of Brandt.(z)

Our apologist was then, Lucius Caecilius Firmianus, also known as

Lactantius.

It is impossible to fix the date of his birth precisely. Jerome(3)
tells us that in 'extreme 0ld age' he was appointed as tutor to the
Caesar Crispus. Constantine's son was born in 300 AD, and since
Rhetoric was usually begun in the Seventeenth year, this would harmonise
with the date of his proclamation as Caesar on March lst 317. Monceaux
and Harnack date the beginning of his studies at this point(4).
Alternatively Crispus may have begun his rhetorical training as early as
the age of fourteen .being proclaimed as soon as he had completed his
educatione The oniy fixed point of reference we have to determine the

date of Lactantius! birth is one's interpretation of extreme old age in

314-317 AD. ﬁ”i)'.e_rome‘s superlative extrema suggests a man in late sixties
or seventies so the date of Lactantius' birth can only be approximately

set around 245 AD.

(1) Codex Colbertinus c¢p. CSEL vol 27. p. 171.

(2) cp. P. Monceaux Histoire Litt;raire... 3. p.289

A. Von Harnack. Chronologie der altchrist. litt. vol 2.
Leipzig 1904 p.415.

(3) De Vir. I11. 80. ' hic extrema senectute magister Caesaris Crispi
fi1ii Constantini in Gallia fuit, qui postea
a patre interfectus est.’

ibid. Chronic.ad a. Abr. 2333 :'quorum Crispum Lactantius

Latinis Litteris erudivit vir omnium Suo
tempore eloquentissimus...’
The date of Crispus' birth may be placed as late as 307 see J,

Stevenson. Life and literary activity p.665

(4) P. Monceaux. Histoire Litte/raire... 3¢ Pe295
A Von Harnack. Chronologie.es pe4l7
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Jerome is eﬁthusiastic about the literary genius of Lactantius,
suggesting that he was a youthful prodigy (1) and there is no reason
to doubt his twice repeated testimony that he studied rhetoric
under the celebrated Armnobius, then a pagan profes%or. This per:llodl
of Lactantius' higher studies would have been from about 263 onwards.
Nonetheless, there seems to be neither literarj nor theologidal
parallel between thé two in their later ca.reers.(‘z) Arnobius did
not become a christian until about 295 AD( 3) and by then Lactantius
was far away in Bithynia,unaware of his professor's conversion and

4)

unaware of his apologetic work( .

(‘1) Jerome. JDe vir. 111.80. habemus eius symposium, quod
adulescentulus scripsit Africae..”’

(’2) ¢f Thesis. c¢h 2. Arnobius.

(3) Jerome dates his conversion just before the Adv. Nationes
or at least the first of these books; this is dated by

Arnobius himself at 297 AD
cpe Adv. Nat. l.l13. and 2.7.1.

(4) Lactantius omits him from his list of latin apologists.
Dl. 5.l1l.22.
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Along with his rhetorical studies, Lactantius became conversant
with Law at this time. This was a traditional part of the contemporary
syllabus of higher studies for the ancient Rhetor was one and the same
as the lawyer and Lactantius' legal knowledge is reflected throughout
the D1 and his other works. The very title "Divinae Institutiones”
is borrowed from the contemporary Law Manuals and his theology abounds
with juridical imagery. His legal advice is judged to have been behind
some of the early policies of Constantine(1) , in particular his
attenpts to regulate child-selling, and his unsuccessful edicts
suppressing the spectacles(z). The political importance of Lactantius'
theological ideas, and his personal influence over Constantine at this
critical time, is a compelling though enigmatic study. Before the
transfer of the Imperial chancery to Byzantium and the subsequent
emergence of Eusebius, Lactantius was undoubtedly the main christian
influence on Constantine and there is considerable parallelism, even

litera;ry,(3) between the political theologies of both men.

(1) cf. Backhouse-Tylor. Early Church History. London 1899." p.219
| C Ferrini. Die juristischen Kentnisse des Arnobirs.und Laktanz

Zeitschrift der Savigny-Stiftlung 15. 1894. p.343 £,

Jeo Gaudiemit. La législation religieuse de Constantin.

RHEF 33. 1947. pp 25-61
A. Wlosok. Laktanz und die philosophische Gnosis AHAW 2. 1960
pp. 199f, 211f.,

(2) cp. Codex Theodosianus 5.7.1 and D1 2.20.1.f. and 6.20.2.

(3) This is particularly seen in Constantine's Oratio ad Sanctos
Orat 3. Dl. 1. 2-3 3 Orat 16~20 Dl. 4.15 ; Orat 24. DM 4-6;
The question will be ireated in greater detail at the end of
this present section. cp. F. Heim 'Influence de Constantin sur

Lactance!. in Lactance et son Temps. Ed. J. Fontaine7ﬁ. Perrin.
Paris., 1978i PPe 55-=74.
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When Lactantius completed his studies he began a highly
successful career in rhetoric, somewhere in Numidla, perhaps even with
Arnotinus at Sicca. His literary efforts, begun earliexr with the
Symposium, were continued here, which evidently argues that writing
was not a choice forced upon him by "penury of students" in Nicomedia“?.
In the D1 Lactantius speaks of a type of 'conversion' he experienced when
he changed from the profession of oratory to that of proclaiming the
Gospel(z), and many have interpreted this as his indication that he
was converted from paganism to Christianity. Yet neither in this
passage, nor in comparable texts (3) does the interpretation seem
va.lid(4). The "“conversion" is a reference to the political climate
in Nicomedia which had forced him out of his rhetorical position and
he is expressing his satisfaction that he can now adopt a better way
of applying his talents. From the work of R. Pichon onwarda(s ) it

has been customary to date such a conversion at the time of the beginning

of Diocletian's persecution.

(1) Jerome. De vir I1l1. 30, 'Nicomediae rhetoricam docuit ac
penuria discipulorum ob Graecam videlicet civitatem ad
scribendum se contulit.'

"This is mere assumption on Jerome's part". c¢f. J. Stevenson

Life and literary activity. p.662.

(2) D1 1.1.8 :'quae professio multo melior utilior gloriosior
putanda est quam illa oratoria, in qua diu versati non ad

virtutem, sed plane ad argutam malitiam iuvenes erudiebanmus, )
multoque nune rectius de praeceptis caelestibus dissererus...

(3) Epit 43.3 De Ira. 2.2

(4) The "communis opinio" of a religious conversion was first
refuted over 50 years ago: E. Della Vecchia. Conversione di
Lattanzio ARIVSL 86., 1926-27. pp.653-662.

(5) R. Pichon. Lactance: 5tude sur le mouvement philosophique et

religieux sous le régne de Constantin. Paris 1901.
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Yet no neophyte could have witnessed the scriptural background

Lactantius displays in the D1, not just the application of Cyprian's

Ad Guirinum ,out subtle allusions to New Testament formulae underlying

the text of his a.rgument(1). In addition, the firm tradition of lLactanius®

poverty(z) shows that it must be dated at least from his earliest years

in Nicomedia.

The only reason Jerome can suggest for this poverty is

a lack of students( 3). But it is hard to see how Lactantius could

be personally summoned(4) to a teaching post,by the Emperor,‘from acT0SS

the other side of the world,and then be left destitute.(5)

(1)

See Thesis. ch.3. Lactantius castigates Hierocles for
attempting to expound Scripture without proper study and

Prior initiation. Dl. 5 ole 15'16.

Jerome. Chron. ad. a. Abr. 2333. vir omnium suo tempore
eloquentissimus, sed adeo in hac vita pauper, ut plerumque
etiam necessariis indiguerit.’

Jerome De Vir. I11.80.

Ibid. : Lactantius....sub Diocletiano principe accitus cum
Flavio grammatico...’

It is quite possible that Lactantius was induced to travel by
the offer of the Imperial Stipend. This would make his income
independent of his students' fees. Diocletian was attempting
to found new schools of learning in Nicomedia and we may draw a
parallel here with Constantine's father who when he wished to
revive the schools of Autun gave the rhetor Eumenius the
magnificent stipend of 600,000 Sesterces. cf. Eumenius.

Oratio pro scholis instaurandis. c.ll.
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Eusebius and Gennadius are closer to the truth when they explain this
poverty on the basis of his ascetic decision to live simply, for the
sake of God's Kingdom(1) and this principle of an ascetic life for the
gsake of Justice recurs throughout the 31(2). The fact that he chose

" such a life when he could have lived according to his high social
position is a sign of an exceptionally mature and committed christian
and another indication that a sudden conversion in Nicomedia must be
disallowed. Lactantius shows no sign of any first hand experience of
pagan religion whatsoever,for all his apologetic material is taken from
old myths and the well-known historians. Even his knowledge of pagan
cults which one could expect to be popular in Numidia ,appears to derive
from Minucius Felix(B), and his use of Sibylline and Hermetic material
wholly subordinates it to christian conceptions. It seems logical
then to suppose that Lactantius had a longstanding committment to
Christianity that has to be located in Numidia, a province where the

Church had long been established and was particularly successful in

attracting the intelligentsia(4).

(1) Gennadiug. De vip. 11l. 15: 'Tertullianum et Lactantium et
Papiam auctores secutus (sc. Commodianus) moralem sane
doctrinam et maxime voluntariae paupertatis amorem prosecutus
studentibus inculcavit.

(cf Eusebuis. Chron. ad a. 2330)

(2) Cp Dl- 6;12. 33-41¢ ODilt 1"21

(3) Eg. Lactantius repeats Minucius' mistaken reference to Osiris
as the little son of Isis. Dl. l.21. 20=22. Octavius 21.

CP.Ch 21 ii.C.

(4) cp. Arnobius, Adv. Nat. 2.5.
The evidence of Augustine (De Doctr. Christiana 2.60-61) which

lists Lactantius as one of those "de societate gentilium exiens"
is speaking indiscriminately about either religious or philosophic
attachment to paganism, eg: 2.6l.l.'nonne aspicimus’ quanto auro et
argento et veste suffarcinatus exierit de Aegypto Cyprianus doctor
suavissimus et martyr beatissimus? quanto Lactantius? quanto
Victorinus, Optatus, Hilarius, ut de vivis taceam?’
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In many ways the Emperor Diocletian was a natural opposite to
his colleague Maximian, not least in the manner in which he cast himself
in the role of a liberal patron of culture. It 1s this redeeming grace
of an attachment to 'Romanitas' that slightly tempers Lactantius'
criticism of his character in the IM in comparison to the other members
of the tetrarch'sr(1). From the year 285 onwards Diocletian was pre-
occupied with the construction of his new capital at Nicomedia. He
wished to make it a centre of excellence surpassing Rome( 2) and to this

end engaged in an extensive building programme and summoned the best
academics to staff his schools and direct the programme of administrative
traning. Lactantius' summons can be dated at around 290 AD. MNonceaux
argues that the choice of a christian for such an exalted position in

the capital would have been most unlikely(3) and yet his colleague, the
4)

grammarian Flavius also appears to have been a ch.ristia.n( and it was

evident that several members of the Imperial household were members of

the chu:rch( > ) .

(1) cf. R. Paribeni. Da Diocleziano alla caduta dell' Impero
d'occidente. Storia di Roma. vol.8. Bologna 194l1l. p.1l9.

V. Loi. I valori etici e politici della romanita negli scritti
di Lattanzio. Salesianum 27. 1965. p.67.

(2) 11 7.10.

(3) P. llonceaux. Histoire littgraire... 3¢ Pe292. CP. J. Stevenson
Life and lit-aCtiVit!- Pn667-

(4) cf. A. Von. Harnack, Geschichte der a.ltchristlichen literatur bis
BEusebius. Leipzig 1893. p.736.

(5) Lactantius mentions the believers present at the Imperial

auspices in 296. IX 10. Dl. 4.27.4.
It was even suggested that Diocletian's wife, Prisca, was a

catechunen and remained so at least until 303 AD. cf. JWC.Wand

History of the Early Church. London 1961. p.l24.

Demetrianus, to whom Lactantius addresses the 0D,equally appears
to be a christian who held an official position even during the
persecution. cf. 0D, l.4v5. J. Stevenson. Life and 1it.

/
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Together with ¥Flavius,Lactantius travelled to his new post in Asia

Minor, passing the time in the composition of a lengthy pcem in

’ (1)

hexameters abéut‘ the events of his Jjourney Poetic form appears to

have been an easy accomplishment for him. Both Victorinus and Rufinus

(2)

testify to his mastery of the genre of poetic commentary and exposition’ 7,
and the text of the latter demonstrates Lactantius' competence as a
bi-lingual litterateur. Jerome also tells us of a Grammaticus that
Lactantius composed, probably during the course of his Nicomedian
professorship,and the letter of Yope Damasus (4) shows that he also used

the epistolary genre to write on a wide range of literary and scientific

Bubj ects.

(1) Jerome De Vir. 111.80='hodoeporicum Africa usque Nicomediam
hexametris scriptum versibus.’
The only extant poem of Lactantius is De Ave Phoenice. CSEL.27 ppl35-147

(2) Marius Victorinus. Ars Grammatica. 2.3. : 'nostra quoque memoria,
Lactantius de metris pentameter inquit et tetrameter. CSEL.27.p.158
Rufinus. Commentarium in metra Terentii. Brandt CSEL 27. p.l156:—

‘Firmianus ad Probum de metris comoediarum sic dicit:s nam quod de
metris comoediarum requisisti, et ego scio plurimos existimare
Terentianas uel maxime fabhulas metrum non habere comoediae Graecae,
id est Menandri Philemonos Diphili et ceterorum, quae trimetris
uersibus constat. nostri enim uveteris comoediae scriptores in
modulandis fabulis sequi maluerunt, Eupolin Cratinum Aristophanem,
prologos igitur et primarum scaenarum actiones trimetris
conprehenderunt, deinde longissimos id est tetrametros subdiderunt,
qui appellantur quadrati. in consequentibus deinceps uariauerunt:
modo enim trimetros, modo addito quadrante uel semisse posuerwmt
id est uvel semipede adiecto uel integro pede iambo uel sesquipede.
haec per medios actus uarie, rursus in exitu fabularum quadratos,
quales diximus in secunda scaena. sed idem quadrati cum sedecim
syllabis constare debeant, tamen plerumque fiunt uiginti aut
amplius syllabarum. - hinc putantur metro carere nec lege ulla
contineri. - Mensuram esse in fabulis Terentii et Plauti et
ceterorum comicorum et tragicorum. dicunt Cicero Scaurus Firmianus.’

(3) De Vir. ill. 80

(4) Jerome. Ep. 35. Brandt preserves a fragment of a Lactantian
gloss on Vvergil. CSEL 27 frg.7 p.158.
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Lactantius' official post lasted for about th}ig_=teen years until
the outbreak of the persecution. Galerius had long been directing
an anti-christian movement but the first signs of Diocletian's
agreement came only in 297 AD. Lactantius records the incident
twice(1) as an ominous sign of what was to come. The Emperor had
ordered the Augurs to report on the result of Galerius' expedition
against the Persians and they had blamed their failur?)ior?the presence
of some christians at the ceremony who had made the sign of the cross. -
Diocletian responded to this by ordering all those involved to
gsacrifice to the gods and ordered the test of sacrifice to be

administered to the army. After this no more was heard until six
years later when Galerius visited him in Nicomedia and finally
persuaded him(z) to take organised measures against the growing power

of the church. The first edict was published on February 23rd 303 AD
"ordering that the churches be razed to the ground, that the scriptures
be destroyed dby:fire,: tkat those holding office be deposed and they
of the imperial household be deprived of freedom, if they persistéd
in the profession of christianity“(3). More severe measures were

to follow. A second edict ordered that all known christian clergy
should be imprisoned, and a third offered those already in prison the
opportunity of gaining their freedom by sacrifice. A fourth and
final rescript attempted to bring matters to a head by offering all
christians the alternatives of sacrifice, or death with confiscation
of inheritance. Lactantius continued to live in Nicomedia duriﬁg

the early years of the troubles though he probably lost his position
after the first edict. Monceaux characterises him rather unjustly
during this period: "pendant la persécution son attitude pa.raﬁ.t avolr

éts celle d'un chrgtien timide".(4)

(1) IM 10. D1 4.27.4.

(2) So Lactantius accounts for the change of policy which repealed
the edict of Gallienus and re-enacted the laws of Valerian cp IM 11

(3) Eusebius. HE. 7.2.4.
(4) P. Monceaux. Histoire 1littéraire... 3. p 293.
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(1)

Lactantius' own words are not redolent of timidity and though

the preface to the 0D counsels extreme caution to his disciple
Demetrianus, the spirit of resistance is quite evident. Lactantius ,
then,is merely following the policy laid out by Cyprian in the DelFuga
and long since adopted by the Church. The continued respect afforded
to him by the confessors of the church, who supplied much of his

information, is a sufficient refutation of Monceaux's view.

The State organised public propaganda lectu.rés during the early
months of the persecution and Lactantius tells us that he used to
attend these meetings in the company of other believers(?) The
lecturer appears to have been a former colleague of Lactantius for
the apologist makes a disparaging remark on the contrast between his

public appearance and his private mode of life within his house(3).

(4)

It was his job to reproduce the popular arguments against the church
and Lactantius finds his character more alarming than his apologetic

doctrines(S). The Institutes also make specific reference to a second

figure who engaged in literary polemic against the christians( 62 The
figure in question is undoubtedly Sossianus H;.erocles, the provincial
governor(n, who used every weapon at his disposal, intellectual as well
as physical, to crush the church's resistance and endear himself to
Galerius. It was the public lectures of the one and the public
readings of the second which moved Lactantius to compose a suitable

reply,(s) a resolve which materialised in the seven books of the DI.

(1) D1 5.13.18 ‘quis enim tam insolens, tam elatus est qui me
uetet oculos in caelum tollere, qui inponat mihi. necessitatem
vel colendi quod nolim vel quod velim non colendi?’

(2) D11 5.2.9.

(3) D1 5.2.3.

(4) cp Dl. 5.2.8.
(5) Dl. 5.2.9-11.
(6) Dl. 5.2.12f.

(7) Praeses of Bithynia, 303 AD. Lactantius regards Hierocles as

a much weightier opponent. His intimate knowledge makes Lactantius
wonder if he is an apOState- Dl. 5-2-14-f:

(8) Dl. 5.4.1.
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This would mean that the Institutes were hegun in the year 304 AD
and written as separate though obviousiy related treatises. It may
have taken as long as six or seven years for Lactantius to have
completed the whole set of seven books. .Stevenson describes the
development of his work as follows: '"Thus we may conclude that
Lactantius, prompted by a pagan literary offensive against
christianity, began to write "Tracts for the Times". As his work
progressed, he developed the idea of writing a complete apology,
covering the same ground as earlier apologists, but embodying his
own contributions. The bulk of his work was do;le after he left
Bthynia. We find him at work on the dedication of Book 1 before 312

and at Book 4 which may be one of the last books to be written about .

311 or 312".(1)

(1) J. Stevenson. Life and 1it. activity p. 673
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After a few years enduring the unfavourable times in Nicomedia,
Lactantius appears to have left the capital. A suitable time for
this departure might be provided by the abdication of Diocletian in

May 305 and Galerius' elevation to supreme power in the East.

Lactantius is definitely in Nicomedia during the first half of 305AD for
he relates how he witnessed the abjuration of a believer who had been
imprisoned two years previously at the §tart of the persecution(1),

but he no longer was there by the time he wrote the fifth book of

the Institutes,as can be gathered from the passages of reminiscence.(z)
The rise of Galerius marked a period of new brutality in the

persecution of christians but,in addition ,intellectuals now began to
fall under a systematic proscription(B)r Lactantius describes the
condition eloquently but it now appeared to him that he was in danger
not only because of his religious convictions, but even because of

his social and academic prominence.

(1) D1, 5.11.15

(2) cpe Dl He2.2. See J. Stevenson. Life and lit. activity
pe.664.

(3) M. 22.4.5.: 'eloquentia extincta, caussidici sublati, iure
consulti aut relegati aut necati.Litterae autem inter malas
artes habitae, et qui eas noverant, pro inimicis hostibusque
protriti et exsecrati. Licentia rerum omnium, solutis legibus,

adsumta, et iudicibus data. Iudices militares, humanitatis
litterarum rudes, sine adsessoribus in provincias immissi.’
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There is no evidence to suggest where he went although the
hypothesig . that he left for the schools of rhetoric that were still

flourishing freely in Gaul seems the most gsatisfactory, for here was
not only an opportunity to continue his professional career but even
to enpy the religious liberty afforded to the church within the

Jurisdiction of Constantine(1). The future Augustus had himself
escaped but recently from Nicomedia where he had been seni in 290AD,

at the age of 16, as a hostage for Constantius Chlorus in the court
of Diocletian.(z) This was the same period that Lactantius was
chief Latin rhetor in the city. In 296 Constantine went with
Diocletian in the expedition against Achillaeus. It was on this
progress to Egypt. through Palestine that Eusebuis saw him for the
first time. In 297 he went with Galerius on the Persian expedition
and shortly after 305 made his escape from the capital and assumed
the pu.rple(Bn_- This period between 290 and 295 was therefore the
only opportunity Constantine had for any form of higher education.
_Between 291 and 294 he would also have been the traditional age for
undergoing the study of *etoric and in this case his teacher would
undoubtedly have been Lactantius himself. This would also provide

sufficient reason for appointing the same as tutor to his own son

Crispus, even though by then Firmianus was in 'extreme old age'.

(1) M. 24.9
(2) mf. 18, 10-11, IM, 19. 1-4. Dif. 24 3-9.

(3) ! 24, "It is tempting to suggest that (Lactantius) accompanied
Constantine on his journey to the west when the latter escaped
from the tutelage of Galerius but this idea is quite unproved"

J. Stevenson. Life and 1lit. activity p 664.
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Such a close acquaintance with Constantine,in the days before he
came to power,is a further explanation why Lactantius should himself
retire to Gaul, The text of the Il supports the view that he moved

West in so far as it "shows close knowledge of events in Nicomedia
dom to 305, but not of the situation in the West, (Lawlor. Eusebiana
pp 238-242), Things are reversed, however, for events between 305

and 310..“(1) It has been suggested on the basis of chs. 35 and 438
of the IDM(z) that Lactantius returned to Bithynia sometime between

311 and 313 but there is nothing in the accounts that suggests he

(3)

was an eye-witness of the events he describes. Stevenson notes
that "in his account of these years he is subject to certain

misconceptions as to the events in the dominions of Maximi=nus"%, and

-he assesses-Lactantius' claim that the emperor had forbidden the

(4)

execution of christians- as a clear indication that he was not

acting as a first hand witness(s). The details of the Bithynian
situation could easily have come from the confesso:r} Donatus to whom
he dedicates the DM, or from any one of his friends among the other
confessors of the Nicomedian church(é) Indeed the text itself
suggests that he is not personally present but relating the facts on

the authrity of informed witnesses.(7)

(1) J. Stevenson. Life and 1lit. activity p.664

(2) Which show a preoccupation with the activity of Licinius, the
death of Galerius and the campaign, against Maximinus Daia.
cp. P. Monceaux. Histoire littéraire 3. p.294.

(3) J. Stevenson Life and 1lit activity p.665 cp. J. Lawlor.
Hermathena 16. 1903. pp 467 f.

(4) 1. 36.6.

(5) Jo Stevenson Life and lit activity p. 665: "No person in close
contact with Nicomedia could have written thus after the
martyrdom there of Lucian of Antioch in January 313".

(6) . 35.2.

(7) DM. 52.1.: Quae omnia sec_undem fidem scientium loquor...
Brandt prefers the va.ria.nt ¢ ‘quae omnia secundem finen,

scienti enim loquor.’
Bunemann refers the second variant to Donatus. (opera Lactantii.

Leipzig 1739. p.1478 fn.a.) citing DM 16.3 as a parallel,
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The last definite appearance of Lactantius is located in Gaul
when he is Palatinus in the Imperial Court teaching rhetoric to
Crispus. This is to be dated about 317 AD and as Jerome tells us,
by now he was 'in extrema senectute'. By 320AD Crispus had finished
all studies and was in the field of battle against the Franks, and
by 326 he was dead in one of his father's prisons. Lactantius

makes no reference to the fate of his pﬁpil, and is unquestioning in

his praises of Constantine even though the Imperial ‘dedications in
o
the text of the Dl(1) would have been subject)amendment in successive

editions of his text. The silence over the fate of Crispus is not
in itself, however, sufficient indication that Lactantius' death

_occurred before 326, Crispus' death was not only in obscure
circumstances, but a comparison with Eusebius shows that the lapses
of the Isapostolus were viewed with a certain amount of equivocation
by a church grateful for the Imperial benefactions. The exact date
of his death and the place of his burial are unrecorded, but it ié
somewhat symbolic that he died almost on the eve of Nicagg, when the
church's theological tradition was to move decisively away from so

many of the old doctrinal forms he preserves in his work.

(1) D1. 1. 1. 13-16, T.26. 10f.
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Viewed from the perspectives of Post-Nicene theology, concerned
with the defence of Christological and Trinitarian orthodoxy, his
work was judged to be obsolete. His memory was certainly venerated
within the ancient church but primarily as a litterateur and a man of
great purity of character. This explains the very restricted
influence his work appears to have enjoyed among his immediate
successors. Jerome always mentions him honourably(1) and Augustine
lists him among the christian heroes(z) but he is not theologically
important for any writer that comes after him, with the possible
exception of Constantine. It is a phenomenon Pichon emphasises in

\
the conclusion of his study:s " A vrai dire, ltauteur des Institutions
n'a pas fait, ecole. Les auteurs du quatriéme siecle, tout entiers

absorbes par les luttes politiques ou les controverses exactement

théologiques, ont laisseé de cté son oeuvre de démonstration rationelle
du christianisme: ils 1'ont connu, ils l'ont salué d'un respecteux
hommage; tout en faisant les reserves nécessaires sur la puetg de

son orthodoxie, ils n'ont pas eté peu fiers de pouvoir l'opposer

comme ecrivain élégant et disert aux grands auteurs profanes; mais

(3)

ils ne senblent pas s'en etre directement inspirgs."

(1) Jerome. De Vir, ill, 18, 58, 80, 111l.
Chronic. ad a. Abr. 2333.
Epl 8-13, 8:10, 60110’ 701 3_5’ 84-7.
Comm. In Isaiam. Prazef. 8, 18,
Comm. in Ezechium. 11.36.1.
Comm. in Ep. ad Galat 2.4.

(2) De Doctrina Christiana 2.6l1l. "multi boni fideles nostri" cp.
J. Doignon. Nos bonnes hommes de foi. Latomus 22. 1963 pp

795-805.

(3) R. Pichon lactance. pp 450-45l. (cp ppe. 447-465) And for a
list of patristic authors who use lLactantius work see Brandt

CSEL 27 pp 269-278.
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Constantine was mentioned as the only possible exception

because the Oratio ad Sanctos quite clearly reproduces the main

outlines of Lactantius' apologetic structure in the D1 and the DM(1)
Even here, however, all the depth and subtlety of the master's
theological vision is lost in the disciple,in a pastiche text that

is little more than a political pamphlet.

(1) R. Pichon. op cit p.449 _"la mise en oeuvre en un mot,
est si bien la méme chez le philosophe et chez l'empereur,
qu'en songeant aux rapports que tous deux ont eus ensemble
on ne peut quére douter que le second n'ait imité 1le |
premjier". IFor the text of the Oratio cp. Works of Eusebius..
ed. I.A. Heikel. GCS.7. pp 151-192.
The latest studies on the Oratio confirm the lactantian
inspiration of the sermon. cf:

R.Y.C. Hanson. The "Oratio ad Sanctos" attributed to
Constantine and the oracle to Danhne JTS new geries

24. 1973. pp. 505-511.

Daniel Qe Decker. Le "Discours a 1t'agsembléee des saints"
attribue a Constantin et 1'oeuvre de Lactance. in., Lactance
et Son Temps. Ed. Fontaine/Perrin. Paris. 1978. pp. 75-89.
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The most enthusiastic disciple that Lactantius ever had in antiquity
was Lucifer of Cagliari. The irascible bishop of Cagliari shared
Jerome's admiration for the apologist!s literary style, and with a

lesser talent than that of Jerome, plagiarised the text of Lactantius

quite openly.

The way in which he uses the works, however, is typical of the
type of influence the Divine Institutes came to command: *"Et ceux
12 méme qui s'en souviennent, utilisent leur réminiscences Lactantiennes
dans un 5sprit tout autre que celui de leur modéle; rien n'est pas
plus curieux par exemple que de voir Lucifer de Ca.gliari(1) lancer
contre Constance et les Ariens, les mémes tirades, les mémes phrases
que Lactance avait jetées a la téte des paiens et de Galere. Cet
exemple prouve que Lactance continue a etre lu, mais non pas qu'on

persiste dans la voie qu'il avait tracéeni que 1l'on poursuive sa

grande oeuvre de constitution d'une philosophie ohrgtieme(z) ....‘Irll

Lactantius perhaps experienced his greatest revival in the
Renaissance period which witnessed a veritable explosion of new editions
of his works(3). But 'this new interest was yet again founded on an
appreciation of his literary style rather than his theology. The
game trend of critical interest has continued to the present day, for
the list of works on Lactantius this century shows that the theological
analyses are grossly outnumbered by literary and historiographical
studies.

(1) Moriendum esse pro dei filio. Lucifer Calaritanus. text. Ed.
G. Cerretti Pisa. 1940, also PL. 13. 1007. |

(2) R. Pichon. Lactance pp 447-448.

(3) Up to the middle of the 16th €entury there are no less than 35
editions of the dogmatic works. Brandt lists no less than 220
codices (ep. CSEL 19. Prologue ix-x.) The D1 is also the first
printed book in Italy. (Subiaco 1465).
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B. The Literary output

Lactantius produced an extensive literary corpus within his life-
time, though a great deal of the literature has not survived. Almost
all his major Christian works have been preserved, but thos written
before his conversion, those not directly concerned with theology, and

all his letters, have been fragmented and mainly lost.
The Lost Works

(1) sYyMpoSIM (Jerome. De Vir. i11.80)
This was written in Africa at a very early date. Jerome

describes it as the work of an 'adulescentulus'. It was probably

in Dialogue form, like the 'Banquet of the Seven Sages' wrongly
ascribed to Plutarch. No trace of the work exists. (Circa 260 AD?)

(2) HODOEPORICUM (Jerome. ibid)

This was a poem, seemingly lengthy, about his journey across the
world from Africa to Nicomedia., He wrote it in the company of the
Grammarian Flavius who accompanied him to the new Schools. Jerome
remarks that it was in hexameters. iThis too has been completely

lost. (Circa 290 AD.)

(3) GRAMMATICUS (Jerome. ibid)

A book on Grammay and Literary Metre. It was probably
published in Nicomedia, in his maturity as Professor of Rhetoric.
It probably dates,then from the last decade of the third century, if
it was published in Nicomedia, or after the Edict of Milan if it was
published in Gaul. Thé work was lost in aﬂtiquity, though Brandt
may preserve fragments of it in what is left of Lactantius' essays

in literary criticism, Elf these are not to be seen as fragments of

the lost collection of epistles;F1)

(1) (cp. Thesis pp 38-39, following)
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(4) AD ASCLEPIADEM. (Jerome ibid. (DI. T+4.17.) )

This is a book of which we know next to nothing save that it was
dedicated to a christian colleague who had also idedicated a work of his
own (De_Providentia) to Lactantius. Depending on whether Lactantius
or Asclepiades wrote the original dedication first, we can arrive at

a date for this work of Firmianus as either the last decade of the third
century, in his early days as Professor in Nicomedia, or after the
Edict of Milan., Jerome says there were "ad Asclepiadem libros duos".

Nothing of it seems to be extant.
(5) FOUR BOOKS OF LETTERS: TO FROBUS. (Jerome. De Vir. Ill. 80)

The Mss, Vaticanus and SS.Crucis of the text of Jerome have a
variant reading here that renders 'two books'. Though in a leter
work,(1) Jerome makes another reference to the "third book of letters

to Probus".

(6) TWO BOOKS OF LETTERS. TO SEVERUS. (Jerome. De Vir. I11,80, 111)

(7) TW0 BOOKS OF LETTERS. TO DEMETRIANUS. (Jerome. Ep.35. Ep.84.7.
De Vir I11,.80)

It is within this collection that Jerome accuses Lactantius of
'imperitia scripturarum' for maintaining that the name of the spirit
could be applied indiscriminately to either the Father or thex Son as
a "sanctificatio utriusque".(2) Jerome's criticism is an indication

of Lactantius' continuing interest in matters theological and exegetical.

In his commentary on Galatians (2.4) Jerome locates this faulty

pneumatology’ "in octavo ad Demetrianum epistularum libro" This does

(1) Jerome. Comm. in Ep. ad Galat. Bk 2. praefat.

(2) cp. Chapter 6(iv)b. Christus, spiritus dei.

R L —
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’ 4

not imply that the letters to Demetrian independently formed a corpus
of eight books, but that all the letters together had bee‘n assembled
into a single collection. This would amount _to an extensive corpus
of eight books, of which the letters addressed to Demetrianus would
form numbers seven and eight. It was probably this larger collection
that Jerome sent to Pope Damasus, and which prompted Damasus to
complain that it was 'uto'o 1ong'.(1) The Pope laments that when
Lactantius engages in theological questions, the ¥tters are usually
too long for him, and when he finds a short specimen they are on
secular subjects(z) not at all to his taste. This catholicity of
subject matter is typical of the epistolary form, although it is
interesting to note that the theological essays were always the longer
ones. Jamasus has unwittinély given us another indication of the

theological interests of the lost epistolary collection.,

Only fragments remain that ma2y possibly represent this collection:
(a) A discussion on the relative merits of the metres employed by
the Greek and Latin comoedian writers, from which.it may be

understood that he was capably bi-lingua.l(..B)

(1) Jerome, Ep. 35. "usgue ad mille spatia versuum".

(2) 1Ibid. “scholasticis magis sint apta quam nobis; de metris et
regionum situ et philomphis disputantia.’

(3) Brandt. CSEL. 27 fragment 2. pl56. (cited previously p26.)

'ﬁ" Tt F
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(b) A fragment of a commentary on the text of Virgil, where he

describes the etymology of 'Galata'., It is empioyed by Jerome
in his commentary on the Epistle, (2) and he identifies it as an

excerpt from the '3rd volume to Prodbus'.

(c) A second fragment of a Virgilian commentary preserved in the

codex Floriacensis( 3) .

(8) AGAINST THE JEWS: AGAINST THE FERETICS. &)

Lactantius announces an intention to write two works on the above

subjects, but there is no trace of them. Jerome does not mention

them, and it is not known whether they were ever written.

(9) DE MOTIBUS ANIMI.

Brandt and Laubmann attribute fragments of such a work to

Lactantius, from a notice in the codex Boboniensis(5).

(1)
(2)

(3)

(4)
(5)

Brandt CSEL 27 fragment 1. p.155. (see below)

Jerome. Comm. in ep ad Galat 2.4. ‘...La:cta.ntii nostri quae

in tertio ad Probum volumine de hac gente opinatus sit uerba
ponemus. Galli inquit antiquitus a candore corporis Galatae
nuncupabantur et Sibylla sic eos appellat. quod significare
uwoluit pouta, cum ait: 'tum lactea colla Auro innectuntur', cum
posset dicere 'candida'. hinc utique Galatia prouincia, in quam
Galli aliquando uenientes cum Graecis se miscuerunt. unde primum
ea regio Gallograecia, post Galatia nominata est.’

Brandt CSEL 27. fragment 7. p.1l58 :“(Codex Floriacensis plenioris
'Seruii' ad Verg. Aen. VII.543 (II p.166, 4 Thilo): et caeli conuexa
(sc. Allecto) per auras)...dicit etiam Firmianus commentator (cod.-tur)
non ‘'conuexa', sed 'conuecta' legendum, ut sit ipsa conuecta: quod
difficile in exemplaribus inuenitur.”

cp. Dl. 4.30.14., 7.1.26. and De Ira. 2.6.

Brandt CSEL 27. fragment 5. p.157.' Fragmentum codicis excerptorum
ecclesiasticorum Ambrosiani (olim Bobiensis) F.60 Sup. (saec.VIII-
D{), fol.26. in marg. lactantius de motibus animi inscriptum:{Spes?
timor, amor odium, laetitia tristitia, libido cupiditas, ira miseratio,
zelus admiratio, hi motus ('animi)uel adfectus a deo ab initio
hominis existunt conditi et naturae humanae utiliter et salubriter
sunt insiti, ut per eos ordinate et rationabiliter regendos homo
uirtutes bonas uiriliter agendo exercere posset per quas a deo
perpetuam accipere uitam iuste meruisset hi namque animi motus intra
fines proprios coartati, hocs est in bona parte positi, in praesenti
uirtutes bonas et in futuro aeterna praemia parant, extra metas uero
suas afluentes, hoc est in malam partem declinantes, uitia et
iniquitates existunt et aeternas poenas pariunt.’
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WORKS CONTROVERSIALLY ATTRIBUTED TO LACTANTIUS

(1) AENIGMATA: This has sometimes been looked upon as part of his

lost 'Symposium', through a misreading of the inscription. 1t is

(1)

the work of one Symphosius.

(2) DZ RESURRECTIONE. This has frequently been misattributed to

Lactantius in the past. It is the work of Fortunatus.(z)

(3) DB _PASSIONE DOMINI (3) This work appears to be a devotional
poem of a date no earlier than the Middle Ages, and probably Renaissance.

It was either 'fathered' upon Lactantius or innocently bound up

together with his works in the early editions (4).

(4) DE AVE PHOENICE., (5) Several manuscripts attribute this work

to lactantius and patristic testimony expressly ciltes it as a Lactantian
poem.(s) Modern scholarship has settled the controversy over the
attribution by generally accepting it as one of his genuilne works.(7)

It is extant intact. There is even a curious Anglo-5axon paraphrase

of the poem(s) .

(1) Cp. P. Monceaux. Histoire 1itteraire... 3¢ P«299.

(2) Carmina. 3.9. English transl. W. Fletcher. Works of Lactantius
Vol.2. ANCL. 22, Edinburgh 1871. pp. 223-227.

(3) For the latin text see Brandt CSEL 27. pp.148-151. English transl.
W. Fletcher. ANCL vol 22. pp.220-222.

(4) cp. P. Monceaux. Histoire litteraire. p.148
(5) ecp. Brandt CSEL 27 pp. 135-147.
(6) Gregory of Tours. De Cursu stellarum, 12.

(7) cp. B. Bia.t}co. Il Carme De Ave Phoenice di Lattanzio Firmiano
Chieri Bors,1931.

B. Stock. Cosmology and rhetoric in the Phoenix of lLactantius.
Clle 26. 1965. pp.246-257-

M. Walla. Der vogel phoenix in der antiken literatur und die
dichtung des Laktanz. Diss. Wien. 1939.

I, Gualandri. Lattanzio, Claudiano, e il mito del fenice. RAL.29,1974

pp. 293=311. 11.C. Fitzpatrick. De Ave Phoenice English tr. and
commentary. Philadelphia 1933.

(8) ©Preserved in the Exeter Ms. cp. J.J. Conybeare. Account of an Angzlo=-

Saxon paraphrase of the Phoenix attributed to Lactantius
ArChaQOIOgia- VOl-l?. 1814. PP 193-197“
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THE MAJOR WRITINGS OF LACTANTIUS

The major works of lactantius consist of the following, listed

in the chronological order of their production:

(a) De Opificio dei (0D)

(b) Divinae Institutiones (D1)

(¢) De Iradei- (De Ira)

(d) De Mortibus Persecutorum (Dm)

'*_—‘---IM—-—-__m

(e) Epitome Divinarum Institutionum (Epit)

PROBLEMS OF DATING:

The chronological order of the major writings is established
fairly certainly in so far as Lactantius himself gives numerous
indications within his text of the way in which he composed the works,
and there are several cross references of subject-matter between theﬁ.
So, for example,the OD was written a short while before the D1 was
commenced(1) and the later book refers back to it directly.(z)
Lactantius tells us that the Epitome was written a considerable time

after the origina1(3). And again, the De Ira is later than the Dl

but written before the Epitome. Lactantius announces his intention to
compose the work while he is still involved with the Institutes,(4)and

the text of the De Ira looks back frequently to both the text and the

arguments of the ])14..(5 )

(1) OD. 15.6.'sed erit nobis contra philosophos integra disputatio.’
0D. 20.l.'haec ad te, Demetriane, interim paucis, et obscurius
fortasse, quam decuit, pro rerum ac temporis necessitate peroravi;
quibus contentus esse debebis; plura et meliora lecturus, si nobis
indulgentia caelitus venerit. tunc ego t ad verae philosophiae
doctrinam et planius et verius cohortabor.’

(2). Dl. 2.10.15...sed tamen materiam tam copiosam et uberem strictim
(Tullius) contingit. quam ego nunc idcirco praetereo, quia nuper
proprium de ea re librum ad Demetrianum auditorem meum scripsi.’

(3) Epit. 1. 1, Quamquam divinarum Institutionum libri, quos iam pridem
ad illustrandam veritatem religionemque conscripsimus...

(4) Di1. 2.17.5. ' sed seponatur interim nobis hic locus de ira dei
disserendi, quod et uberior est materia et opere proprio latius execuenda!

(5) Cf- De Ira. 2.4--6’ 1112’ 17#2!

. J




43

Like the Epitome, the De Mortibus Persecutorum is a late work.(1) It
ends with a reference to the fall of Prieca and Valeria, which ocurred
in the summer of 314 AD. The most probable date for the composition
then is sometime between 315 and 320 AD when the persecution of
Licinius began in earnest. The date of the Dl is indicated to an
extent by the frequent allusions to an existing state _of persecution

especially in Book five. This persecution cannot be referred to

that of Licinius(z) s, but describes that of Diocletian and Galerius

between .303 and 311(3).

(1) The precise date of the IM has been the subject of an extensive
critical investigation and commands a wide range of literature.q.v.

T.D. Barnes. Lactantius and Constantine. JRS 73. 1963. pp.29-46.

A, Crescenti Rilievi al DM, di Firmiano Lattanzio Messina 1964
D. De Decker Le IM attribue a Lactance RBP.48. 1970.pp 941 f.

A. Mueller. Laktanz und die INM: oder die beurteilung der
christenverfolgungen im lichte des Mailander

Toleranzreskripts vom jahre 313, HQ. suppl.l9.
1913 pp 66-0C0.

cf the introductory prologues to the following editions:-

F. Corsaro L.C. Firmiani lLactantii, Liber de Mortibus Persecutorum
Catania 1970.

J. Moreau De Mortibus Persecutorum sc. 39-40. 1954.

(2) 320-323 _ By this date L'actantius would have been in his extreme
old age and it is inconceivable that he could have written and
published the seven books of the D1 and then followed them with

the De Ira and the Epit.

(3) Lactantius, for example, specifically mentions the destruction
of the christian basilica at Nicomedia which took place, while

he was there, in 303 AD. Dl. 5.2.2. IiM. 12.
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The final chapter of Book 5 looks forward to God's vindication of the
church and the punishment of the wicked persecutor3(1). 20 this book |
at least is to be dated before the death of Galerius in 31l. If the
two dedications to Constantine are genuine(z) we are given an indication
that the 7 books were written over a protracted period, for the first
address(j)promises Constantine his victory and identifies his enemies
with the enemies of God's Church, whereas the second(4) gspeaks of God
having cast the enemies down and delivered them into the emperoxr's hands.
The former passage shows that although Constantine had ended the
persecution in his own dominions it was still going on elsewhere. "This
must refer to the period between the death of Constantius and the

toleration edict of Galerius, i.e. between 305 and 311".(5)

(1) Dil. 5.23.

(2) cp. J. Stevenson - life and 1lit. activity pp. 670-673.
E.Heck,. Die dualistischen zusitze und die Kaiseranreden bei

Laktanz. AHAW, Heidelberg. 1972.

R. Pichon. Lactance pp. 9f.

H.J. Lawlor. Notes on Lactantius Hermathena 12. 1903 pp 458f.
All of whom regard the dedications as probably genuine, and :

S. Brandt.— CSEL. 19 Prolegomena p xxx ff.

ibid. TUeber die dualistische zusatze und die Kaiseranreden bei

Laktanz. Sitzungsberichte der phil-hist-klasse der kaiserlichen
akademie der wissenschaften 118 abh.8. Wien. 1889, —

who regards them as interpolations.

(3) D1. 1.1. 13-16.

(4) Following 7.26.10. cp. Brandt CSEL 19. n.(11). p. 668

(5) J. Stevenson. Life and 1lit activity p.672.
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The latter’s reference to evil rulers "summa potestate deiectos"

seems to designate Maximian and Maxentius. E. Heck (1) thinks it
was added to a new edition of the D1 in the triumphant atmosphere

following the execution of Licinius but Stevenson had already noticed
"that when Lactantius wrote the dedication he had not yet begun to
teach Crispus. He regards his teaching career as quite definitely
ended"(z) and together with a possible allusion to the Edict of Mila.n(B)
this suggests the earlier date is more likely, that is about 313AD.

If Lactantius has made these slight alterations of detail in successive
editions of his work, rather than in the publication process of the
successive books, then the whole of the D1 can be somewhat compressed
in time towards the earlier date of the terminus a quo of 305 AD.
Otherwise, whatever the order of composition of the seven books(4),

it would seem that they can only be dated as a progressive work

between 305 and 313 AD.

(1) E. Heck. Die dualistischen zusatze... p20

(2) J. Stevenson. Life and 1lit activity p. 673

(3) Brandt. CSEL. 19. para. 12. p 668 taliorum male consulta
rescindere?.,

(4) Cp. HoJeo Lawlor. Notes on Lactantius p. 458f. who regards
Bk. 5 as a separate treatise De Iustitia, the first of the
books to be written, dated 306 AD.

P. Monceaux. (Histoire littéraire...3. p.304. fn.l.) makes
an ingenious exegesis of Lactantius' date of the fall of Troy
and arrives at a date for Bk.l. of 307AD.
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The chronological scheme for all the works,then,is quite ®&finite

as regards its order, but very approximate in the overall dating:-

SYMPOSIUM circa, 262 AD

HODOEPORICUM c., 290
GRAIMMATICUS c. 300 ?

DE OPIFICIO DEI c. 300
DIVINAE INSTITUTIONES.305-313

DE MORTIBUS PERSECUTORUM. c¢. 315=320

EPITOLE Ce 317.

The letters cannot be dated and were presumably issued throughout

Lactantius' life. The Book to Asclepiades, the Phoenix and the

De Motibus Animi(1) are also unable to be dated.

The cohesion of his literary output

From his earliest days,then, Lactantius exercised his genius

in writing. This was both a passion(z) and the chief goal of his

christian ministry(3). It has <lready been noted that all seven
books of the D1 were probably published separately, as they were
completed, and thus designed to be a self-contained argument. At
the same time, however, they are quite evidently inter-related, and
much more extensively so thanl merely by the device of connecting

prefaces and postscrigs.

(1) If this is an independent work and not simply part of the corpus
of Epistolae.,

(2) OD. 20.2 'statui enim quam multa potero litteris tradere quae ad
beatae vitae statum spectent...’

(3) OD 20.8-9.'quod si vita est optanda sapienti, profecto nullam
aliam ob causam vivere optaverim quam ut aliquid efficiam quod
vita dignumn sit et quod utilitatem legentibus etsi non ad
eloquentiam, quia tenuis in nobis facundiae rivus est, ad
vivendum tamen adferat: quod est maxime necessarium. quo perfecto
satis me vixisse arbitrabor et officium hominis inplesse, si
labor meus aliquos homines ab erroribus liberatos ad iter

caeleste direxerit.’
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The complete volumes of the D1 form one precise, and closely knit
theological system and in a sense this is analogous to all the other
extant writings of Lactantius, from his earliest days in Nicomedia

to his retirement in Trier. With the exception of the Eplitome, all
the works are separate and distinct compositions. Nonetheless when
taken together in their order of composition, they represent the growth
and development of a remarkably consistent theological vision. This
reaches its most mature and articulate form in the body of the
Institutes, his great work, but all the writings before and after,
apply the master-theme of his theology in slightly different contexts.
This governing conception, that gives a cohesive unity to his work,

is the vision of God as the supreme providence that judges human
history as the Lord and Father of man. This theological consistency
in Lactantins Has long been recognised. At the turn of the century
Monceaux remarked :-

"les quatres traités apologé'tiques ou philospphiques de Lactance
doivent etre étudigs ensemble; car ilé se rattachent & une méme
conception, et ils exposent les memes id€es avec les nmemes rﬁoyens.

Le De Opificio Dei est comme la preface des Divinae Instituti‘ones
dont 1'Epitome est un simple ahrégg, et dont le De Ira Dei est comme

un appendice. "( 1)

(1) ©P. Monceaux. Histoire Littgraire. 3. p. 307
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The De Opificio Dei is a teleological a}.'gument defending the concept

of a caring ;pla.n of divine providence. It takes its departurte from
the notion of the usefulness of all the different parts of the human
body. Each single aspect is treated to demonstrate a divinely skilful
work combining beauty and efficiency in a way that can only proclaim
the wisdom. of the provident creator:-

‘Q,uid est tandem cur nobis invidiosum quisquam putet, si rationem
corporis nostri dispicere et contemplari irfelimus? quae plane obscura
non est, quia ex ipsis membrorum officiis et usibus partium singularum

quanta vi providentias quidque factum sit, intellegere nobis licet:(1)

In Chapter four Lactantius epitomises the whole argument himself:-

'sed ego de uno corpore hominis tantum institui dicere, ut in eo
divinae providentiae potestatem quanta fuerit ostendam, his dumtaxat

in rebus, quae sunt comprehensibiles et apertaez(2)'

Lactantius' doctrine of a caring provident God is not merely a
theoretical exercise, for it provides the substance of his anthro-
pology. The high point of God's provident creation is for lLactantius,
that He communicates the divine life to Man in an especial way and so
makes him "hominem ca.elestem".(B) The revelation and this promise of
spiritual participation in the divine life flow from the very
simplicity of the nature of God since his creativity is a "fatherhood"
as well as a "dominion" (Deus pater et dominus). The argument of the
OD climaxes in his teaching on the soul of man, in the final chapters
where he demonstrates that the fatherly care of the "life-giving parent"
1s most perfectly fulfilled in the gift of immortality he bestows on

. those who wish to receive it(4).

(1) 0D 1.16
(2) 0D 4.24
(3) oD 8.1.

(4) cp 0D 19.8. ' hoe igitur dei . munere caelesti atque praeclaro an
utamur in nostra esse voluit potestate: hoc enim concesso ipsum
hominem virtutis sacramento religavit, quo vitam posset adipsci.'
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This conceptual movement from the establishment of a caring providence
in the person of the One Supremé Father-God, to the effect of this
revelation in man, and on to its final resolution in the gift of
immortality, is of course to be reproduced later as the basic
structure of the D1. The opening book insists on the oneness of the
caring, provident, God.(1) The second and third establish a firm
basis for a theandric anthropology(z) based on the status rectus theme
through which he teaches the immortality of man gained through ethical
practice. And in books six and seven Lactantius again returns to the
final end of this covenant of God and man - the spiritual immortality
of the soui, or the life of the blessed( 3)-that is won by ethical
fidelity. Apart from the general similarity of structure there are

a host of detailed conceptions that are carried over from the OD into
the text of the Dl.(4), and the two works have evident similarities

in apologetic method. The earlier treatise, for example, takes its
inspiration from'previous philosophical manuals on the nature of man.
Lactantius freely acknowledges his dépendence on the similar work of

(6)

Cicero and Varro(5) and Brandt demonstrated its hermetic foundation.

(1) 1n1. 1.2 - 1.7.
(2) eg. D1. 2.18.1,
(3) The Ms title of Bk 7 is De Vita Beata. The systematic role of

this doctrine on the immortal life is elucidated in the preface.
cp. Dle Telo.1lf.

(4) OD. 2.1+9. parallels: Dl. 3.8.4.
0D 8.1f 1 Dl. 2.1.15f%.
0D 15.5 i Dl. 3.6.2-4
0D 19,10 " D1. 2.3.22-24
0D 19.8 " Dl. 2.18.1f.
0D 19.9 " Dl1. 2.3.8.

(5) 201cero) viz De Republica and De Natura Deorum. cp. OD. 1.12-13
Varro) cp. OD. 5.6, 8.6, 10.1, 12.6, 17.5. cp R.M. Ogilvie
The Library of Lactantius. Oxford 1978. pp. 50-55.

(6) S Brandt. Ueber die quellen von Laktanz' schrift OD,
Wiener Studien 13. 1891. pp. 255=292.
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The work is an apologetic communication by a christian philosopher,
to philosophers, an philosophical terms,(7) and in its intent to
convey a christian message about provident creation in "common"
philosophical forms it is clearly analogous to the Dl. All
Lactantius' writings avoid christian neologisms and strenuously
attempt to avoid relying on purely 'christian' arguments or proofs.
For the most part this means that they avoid scriptural testimonies(s)
and yet just as the D1 may be shown to have a profoundly scriptural
inspiration operating throughout,so too the argument of the OD
transcends its pagan sources. In the end its vision of the
provident creator is not one he has learmed from Cicero or Varro,

but from the christian tradition and scriptures.

In the case of the De Ira, the scriptural basis is even more
clearly seen as the fundamental motivé.tion of his work, and this
applies even though he still refrains from the use of explicit
scriptural testimonies. The point of the whole essay is to oppose
the scriptural view of the God who acts in history to the pagan
conception of the philosophers who maintained the divine impassibility
or Apatheia. His general aim is to clarify theological concepts(B)
if not terminology, so that Christians will not think they are
attributing a perfection to God if they dispense with the notign of
his 'anger'. He is arguing primarily against the 3toic and Epicurean
conceptions in order to defend the primary cohcepts of revelation,
and caring providence. But he also addresses the work to fellow
Christians whom he knows have been led to the denial of God's 'anger!
on the grounds that it was an unworthy and anthropomorphical attribute

of God'?),

(1) cp. 0D 1.2,
(2) Lactantius explains this procedure at D1 5.4. 4-7.
(3) De Ira. 5.8.

(4) P. Monceaux. Histoire littéraire.. 3.p.323
De Ira. 4.1f. 5.1, 8.1, 9.4, 13.20, 15.6, 17.1.

(5) Such a teaching is presented in Arnobius. Adv. Nat. 7.5.
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He argues that God's anger is not the weakness of a1 passion, but

the exercise of divine Jjustice and judgement.(1) To contradict
this view, as Lactantius sees it, is to destroy the living
relationship between man and God and thereby to suppress Religion(z).
The main preéonceptions of the work are revealed in its opening
chapter, and show close affinity with the ideas expressed in the

Ingtitutes. So we have it that man cannot attain to Truth except by

the gift of divine paideia(3) s, and here again, as with all his

apologetic writings, his methodology is to use all the finest pagan
testimonies to support his thesis(4). Here, Cicero, Seneca, the
Sibyls, even Epicurus and Lucretius are pressed into service to
argue for the wisdom of relying or revelatory paideia over and above
conjecture ,and knowledge of purely physical realities. His
governing concern is to lead the reader to acknowledge the scriptures

ag the supreme vessel of this revelatory paideia(5).

(1) De Ira 2-6.

(2) Ibid- 7"'12.

(3) cpDe Ira l. and Dl. 1.1.5-T., T.7.4.
(43 cp Brandt Index Auctorum, right hand column,.CSEL,vo0l.27.

cp De Ira 22-23.
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The apologetic theory of the degrees of man's advancing spixtual
knowledge(1) closely follows the structure of the argument between
books 1-4 of the Dl. He quickly passes over the first and third

stages since he has already expounded them at length in the D1(2)

(3)

but he wishes the De Ira to make a special development of the second

The single main idea of the work revolves around the ideas of
providence and revelation; thus to deny 'divine anger' 4igto deny

by implication God's providential care for men, and his concern for

(4)

Justice' /. Such a position thereby denies to man the hope of an

immortal life and this in turn ruptures the bond of theandric

(5)

communion*“‘., It is a “pernicious belief"(é) that refutes the
notion of divine revelation arnd he censures the Epicureans as the

epitome of the atheism to which it leads.

The text of the Epitome of the Divine Institutes differs
linguistically from the D1 at certain points in a way that is more

than can be simply explained by the necessary differences an
abridgment must introduce to an extensive original. But the

conceptual plan, the theological aim, and the apologetic method are
7)

one and the same( .

(1) De Ira. 2.2. The three stages of the approach to truth are:
i) To realise the falseness of the polytheist system.

(ii) to comprehend the necessary unity of God,
(iii) to approach the divine law-giver, Christ, for initiation

into complete truth.
(2) cf. De Ira., 2.4~6.
(3) De Ira, 2-T.
(4) De Ira. 8-9.
(5) cp. De Ira 13-14.

(6) cf. J. Stevenson life and lit. activity. p.674.

(7) See. J. Stevenson The Epitome of Lactantius SP.7. Tu.92.
1966. PPe 291"298-
Jo Dammig. Die D1 des Laktanz und ihre Epitome
ein beitrag zur geschichte und technik der
epitomierung. Diss. photodruck. Munchen. 1957.
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In no sense is the Epitome a new,or different ,or independent work

of Lactantius; it is a second, much abbreviated edition of the
Institutes. Lactantius took the opportunity to clarify certain
points he had made in the D1, and in general redactive terms he
shows the same freedom with his own original text as he has with all
the' other external sources he has previously employed; that is he
does not feel bound to reproduce the syntax of the first edition.

He epitomises with some degree of literary freedom, re-expressing
the same ideas in sometimes slightly different language. The late
date of the publication of this abridgement and the great change of
circumstances he and the Church in general enjoyed (from persecution
to comparative security under Constantine) also account for some of
the divergences. In short, the Epitome is a faithful reproduction
of the theological argument of the Institutes. The minor differences
in theological or literary expression which often arise between
parallel passages can in each and every instance be explained by

one of the three following considerations:

(1) The persecutions had ceased and though the Institutes as an
Apology to pagans had nonetheless been written from the
outset with one eye on his Christian readership, now,in
Trier, under the benign protection of the new dynasty, it
seemed a fitting time to "christianise" certain passages more
overtly, without prejudicing the wrk's intended role as an
apologia for a pagan readership. ©So, he adds reminiscences
of the Gospels more frequently than in the original, and

(1)

introduces more christian synonyms into the text.

(1) eg. technical terms like sacramentum are given in their more overtly

scriptural form of mysterium. see. v.loi. -~ Il Termine"mxsterium“
nella letteratura latina cristiana pre-nicena. Ve, 19 1965 pp210-232.

VC 20, 1966, pp 25-44. Also V.loi. Per la storia del vocabolo
sacramentum in Lattanzio VC. 18 1964 pp 85-107.

The account of the magisterium Christ gives the Church in his post
o on “Ppearances 19, in the Bpt: 10 AN T2 End Hpt.47

breathing out of divine spiri _ .
Tiee accrégunt of the atonement 1s elaborated more in the Epit

the Institutes. cp. Dl. 4.13.4. and Epit. 43.8-9.
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(2) As he cuts out most of the citations on which he has largely
based his argument in the lst Edition, he often takes the
opportunity to re-express the same idea in a different form.

He is a flexible reda.ctor(1).

(3) Sometimes he clarifies a difficult or obscure passage in

(2)

the original.

The De Mortibus Persecutorum,

The Lactantian authorship of the DM has been quite definitely

established by critical research of this century. One of the

doubts about its literary provenance came from the apparent contrast
in style between the moderate rhetor of the earlier works and the fiery
historian of the IM. Yet even in this passionate philosophy of
history, written with the full backing if not on the direct commission

of the imperial chancery, one can see the same familiar theological

concern emerging - the 'grundvorstellung'-that God is a caring
providence who acts in history for an end that transcends history,

and who reveals himself, vindicating his own majesty and power, in
order to establish a relationship with man. It is precisely this
theology of revelation and providence which predetermines Lactantius!
need to prodaim the wretched fates of the wicked, and the vindication
of the just, even within this earthly spectrum. The IM has frequently
been analysed as a "lapse from good taste", a gleeful and disedifying
celebration of revenge on hated enemies, but such an interpretation
fails to appreciate the real motivation of Lactantius.

(1) See the different descriptions of true worship., D1.6.24.26-6.25.12
and Epit. 58.

(2) Eg. the mode of union between Father and Son. Dl. 4.29. Epit.49.
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He uses these examples of divine vengeance in the IM, as theological
symbols proving the vindication of God's majesty in a way immediately
analogous to his previous excursus on the nature of divine majésty in
the Second book of the D1, and his teaching on the Jjudgement of God in
Book 5.(1) The key to the interpretation of his highly coloured
theology of history is the realisation that it flows directly from

an 0ld Testament conception of God's providential vindication of the

faithful just man within his life~time, one that is especially

(3)

enshrined in the Wisdom 1iteratu:r:e(2) or the Maccabean history .
To this end Lactantius holds up the disasters that overtook the
persecuting princes as the sign and symbol of the irresistible

accomplishment of the divine economy.

(1) D1 2.4.7f. Lactantius demonstrates that the pagan gods are
unable to assert their own majesty in the face of mockery
and sacrilege, whereas the true divine majesty will assexrt
its power in the form of Jjudgement Dl. 5.23.

(2) cp Dl. 5.23.3. 'sed idem quamvis populi sui vexationes et
hic in praesenti soleat vindicare, tamen iubet nos expectare
patienter illum caelestis iudicii diem..’
cp Eg. Prov 10. 25, 27-30 |

(3) Je Rougé' Le DM et le cinguiéme livre des Maccabées,
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The nineteenth century critics drew special attention to this
cohesion of all Lactantius' thought and literary method but they
were not the first to recognise it. As early as the fourth century
the manuscript tradition had grouped all his writings(1) together
as ten consecutive volumes of a single system. This present
review of the consistency of that output can finish with Monceaux's

comment on the issue:

" En tout cas le De Ira Dei est bien une sorte de supplement aux
Institutions comme le De Opificio Dei en est la préface. On s'en
est apercu il y a bien longtemps, des le de, ou le 5e, siecle., Aux
sept livres des Institutions, dont chacun avait un titre speciale,
on joignit comme livre 8 le De Ira Dei; comme livre 9 le De Opificio;
comme livre 10 1l'Epitome. Ainsi se forma dans les manuscrits un
Corpus apologétique en dix livres, ou 1'ordre adopté n'était pas

trés rationnel, mais ou l'on trouvait tout 1é systeme de Lacta.nce."(z)

(1) Excepting the IM.

(2) P. Monceaux. Histoire littéraire.. 3. p.324.
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Chapter Two,
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CHAPTER 2.

LACTANTIUS AND THE FATHERS.

(i) The significance of his sources

The contemporary reviews of the hCh:‘ristia.n,patristic,sources of
La.cta.ntius(1) owe much to the research work of the greatxnineteenth
century scholars, particularly S. Brandt who formed the critical text
of the D1 in the Vienna Corpus,(z) and R. Pichon who composed the first

extensive survey of Lactantian 1itera'l:ure.(3) The study of literary
parallels is always made difficult in the case of apologetic literature

because of the great stock of literary and theological commonplaces

that appear in almost all the Latin literature of this type. It is
often impossible to tell whet:,her Lactantius is relying on Minucius or
Tertullian or going directly to a mythological source. In addition
the methods of the citation of texts in the ancient world were far

from scrupulous and even in the case of the most venerable authorities
the general sense of the quotation was regarded as more important than

literal fidelity. %)

(1) The main source studies regarding the Christian tradition are:-
L. Alfonsi. Lattanzio e Giustino.Instituto di Lombardi Scienze
e lettere. vol 82. 1949. pp. 19-27.
H. Koch: ~Zu -Arnobius und Laktanz ph.80. 1924. pp. 467f.

Ibid. Cipriano e Lattanzio. La Sopravvivenza di Cipriano nell'
antica letteratura cristiana RR. 7. 1931 pp 121-132. “

V. Loi. Lattanzio: nella storia del linzuaggio e del pensiero
teologico pre-niceno Diss. Zurich 1970.

J.G.P. Borleffs. De Lactantio in Epitome lMinucii imitatore. NMn
New Series. 57. 1929 pp. 415-426.

M. Spanneut. lLe Stoicisme des peres de l'hfeglise. Paris 1957

Ibid. Tertullien et les premiers moralistes Africains. Gembloux-Paris 1969
R.M. Ogilvie The library of Lactantius. Oxford 1578. pp.88-108

A. Wlosok. lLaktanz und die philosophische gnosis.AHAW 2 1960

Heidelberg pp 180f.

Ibid. Zur bedeutunz der nichtcyprianischen Bibelzitate bei Laktanz.
SP 4. TU.T79. 1961 pp 234-250.

(2) CSEL vols 19 & 27. particularly the Index Auctorum vol.27. pp
| 241~-269

(3) R. Pichon Lactance. espe. pPp. 175=-217

(4) cp. Scribes and Scholars. ed Beynolds/Wilson OUP 1968 p2f.
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The ancient methods of citation also make it inadmissible to presume
that if a text from one author reappears in another, then the second
has some acquaintance with the context of the argument of his source.
Often one is unable to make a connection between the argument and
meaning of the original text and the way it is applied by a later

author.( 1 )

Such is the case with many of Lactantius' cited authorities.
His use of the pagan poets is free and flexible, his methods of
citation typical of the period. His treatment of scriptural texts
1s analogous and even when he gives a scriptural citation, in
preference to his habit of making a scriptural allusion suffice, the
text is often of less value than it might otherwise have been in
providing information on the 0ld Latin text of the Bible. It is
usually impossible to tell when Lactantius is preserving an independent
textual tradition to that of Cyprian and when he is either making his
own version from the Greek, or simply giving a careless reference.
In the case of his patristic sources the same principles operate, and
it becomes apparent that the wider theological context that surrounds
the texts he chooses to reproduce is often of no significance to him
whatsoever. Many of his citations are simply used as a "pon mot" or

a proof text and he feels no hesitation in improving on his original

material by making sylistic alterations.

(1) ¢cp. He Hagendahl. MNethods of citation in post-classical latin -
prose. Er. 45. 1947. p. 123f.
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The text of the D1 bears direct witness to: Justin Martyr,
Theophilus of Antioch, Minucius Felix,(1) Tertullian and Cyprian.
In addition there are brief allusions to the Odes of Solomo¢n, the
Preaching of Peter and Paul, and a lost work of Asclepiades On Providence.
The latin sources are by far the most significant, as one wonld
initially expect in a work of apologia designed as a model of good

latin style and meant to convince the Roman man of letters of the
suitability of the Christian religion. Lactantius uses Theophilus
as a historical authority as well as a source for some Sibylline
material, and Justin is employed in some of Lactantius' exegetical
material. But in general terms the direct influence of Greek
speculative thought on him seems minimal., To what extent this

avoidance of the Greek theological traditibn and its terminology 1is

a question of deliberate policy, or not, remains a mystery. Though
his silence in this regard is a very strong a:rgumenJc that his main
theological inspiration derives from his reading of the latin
apologists} and in spite of being resident in the centre of Asia Minor
Lactantius is a throughly 'western' theologian. Even if one were to

presume a wider reading of Greek theology than he indicates, the

O
aplogetical motives of his work [motives that censure Cyprian for

A (2) 1

'being too ecclesiastical and Tertullian for being too obscure
would hardly extend to preferring the works of theologians even more

alien to the Roman mind.

(1) The thesis does not approach the question of whether Minucius
or Tertullian wrote first. The critical editor of the Octavius

M. Beaujeu has argued its dependence on the Apologeticum and
therefore dated it mid third century, (M. Beaujeu Octavius. trans
& Comm. Paris. 1964) but since Lactantius has read both apologists

the issue of their priority is not at stake here. c¢p. R.M.
Ogilvie. The Library of Lactantius pp. 92-35.

(2) CP- Dli 5.11 23"260
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Living and worshipping in the heart of Nicomedia for about thirteen
years, Lactantius' opportunities for acquiring and studying the Greek
tradition were ideal. But even though Arnobius in Sicca Veneria
turns naturally to Clement's great trilogy for source materials,

and even though one could presume many possible points of contact(1)
might attract Lactantius to these works,there is no sign whatsoever
that he has read any of the Alexandrian works. Nor does he show
any knowledge of Origen even though his avowed adversary and

contemporary, Sossianus Hierocles,had based his Ad Christianos(z) on

the Contra Celsum of QOrigen.

It seems that the intended audience and the task in hand are the

determinant factors in his use of source material. Lactantius
wishes to address a Christian message to Roman literati and tries to

do this as much as possible through the medium of classical themes
and concepts that could be pressed into service as parallels of
Christian authorities. This is the brilliance of his work judged as
an apologetic communication,for in this he succeeded so well that the
first critical analysis of his work failed to recognise in it any
theological substance.(B) The D1 is perhaps best understood as a
pro-paideusis of the Christian faith for intellectual pagans.
Lactantius wishes there to be next-to-nothing in his text that would
offend the sensibilities of open-minded, truth-seeking men, those he
described in his opening preface: "magno et excellenti ingenio viri"..(4)
who stand in absolute need of a divine revelation in order to reach

the truth they have searched for so long in vain.(5 )

(1) Not least their similar concepti<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>