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PREFACE




At the invitation of the President of Yale University and of
Professor Russell H. Chittenden, chairman of the committee in
charge of the Silliman Foundation, the lectures which are here
presented to a wider public were delivered in New Haven during the
month of March of the year 1921. It was the wish of the committee
that I should speak upon some subject from the history of religion.
I chose therefore as my theme a matter which had occupied my
attention for many years, viz., the ideas current in Roman paganism
concerning the lot of the soul after death. The argument has been
treated more than once by distinguished scholars and notably—to
mention only an English book—by Mrs. Arthur Strong in her recent
work “Apotheosis and After Life,” a study characterised by
penetrating interpretation, especially of archaeological monuments.
But we do not yet possess for the Roman imperial epoch a
counterpart to Rohde’s classical volume, “Psyche,” for the earlier
Greek period, that is, a work in which the whole evolution of Roman
belief and speculation regarding a future life is set forth. These
lectures cannot claim to fill this gap. They may however be looked
upon as a sketch of the desired investigation, in which, though
without the detailed citation of supporting evidence, an attempt at
least has been made to trace the broad outlines of the subject in
all its magnitude.

The lectures are printed in the form in which they were
delivered. The necessity of making each one intelligible to an
audience which was not always the same, has made inevitable some
repetitions. Cross references have been added, where the same
topics are treated in different connections. However, in a book
intended primarily for the general reader, the scholarly apparatus
has been reduced to a minimum and as a rule indicates only the
source of passages quoted in the text.

My acknowledgment is due to Miss Helen Douglas Irvine, who
with skill and intelligent understanding of the subject translated
into English the French text of these lectures. I wish also to
express my gratitude to my friends, Professor George Lincoln
Hendrickson, who took upon himself the tedious task of reading the
manuscript and the proofs of this book and to whom I am indebted
for many valuable suggestions both in matter and in form, and
Professor Grant Showerman, who obligingly consented to revise the
last chapters before they were printed.

Rome, September, 1922.

















HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION




The idea of death has perhaps never been more present to
humanity than during the years through which we have just passed.
It has been the daily companion of millions of men engaged in a
murderous conflict; it has haunted the even larger number who have
trembled for the lives of their nearest and dearest; it is still
constantly in the thoughts of the many who nurse regret for those
they loved. And doubtless also, the faith or the hope has never
more imposed itself, even on the unbelieving, that these countless
multitudes, filled with moral force and generous passion, who have
entered eternity, have not wholly perished, that the ardour which
animated them was not extinguished when their limbs grew cold, that
the spirit which impelled them to self-sacrifice was not dissipated
with the atoms which formed their bodies.

These feelings were known to the ancients also, who gave to
this very conviction the form suggested by their religion.
Pericles [1] in his
funeral eulogy of the warriors who fell at the siege of Samos
declared that they who die for their country become like the
immortal gods, and that, invisible like them, they still scatter
their benefits on us. The ideas on immortality held in antiquity
are often thus at once far from and near to our own—
near because they correspond to
aspirations which are not antique or modern, but human,
far because the Olympians now have
fallen into the deep gulf where lie dethroned deities. These ideas
become more and more like the conceptions familiar to us as
gradually their time grows later, and those generally admitted at
the end of paganism are analogous to the doctrines accepted
throughout the Middle Ages.

I flatter myself, therefore, that when I speak to you of the
beliefs in a future life held in Roman times I have chosen a
subject which is not very remote from us nor such as has no
relation to our present thought or is capable of interesting only
the learned.

We can here trace only the outlines of this vast subject. I
am aware that it is always imprudent to hazard moral
generalisations: they are always wrong somewhere. Above all, it is
perilous to attempt to determine with a few words the infinite
variety of individual creeds, for nothing escapes historical
observation more easily than the intimate convictions of men, which
they often hide even from those near them. In periods of scepticism
pious souls cling to old beliefs; the conservative crowd remains
faithful to ancestral traditions. When religion is resuming its
empire, rationalistic minds resist the contagion of faith. It is
especially difficult to ascertain up to what point ideas adopted by
intellectual circles succeeded in penetrating the deep masses of
the people. The epitaphs which have been preserved give us too
scanty and too sparse evidence in this particular. Besides, in
paganism a dogma does not necessarily exclude its opposite dogma:
the two sometimes persist side by side in one mind as different
possibilities, each of which is authorised by a respectable
tradition. You will therefore make the necessary reservations to
such of my statements as are too absolute. I shall be able to point
out here only the great spiritual currents which successively
brought to Rome new ideas as to the Beyond, and to sketch the
evolution undergone by the doctrines as to the lot and the abode of
souls. You will not expect me to be precise as to the number of the
partisans of each of these doctrines in the various
periods.

At least we can distinguish the principal phases of the
religious movement which caused imperial society to pass from
incredulity to certain forms of belief in immortality, forms at
first somewhat crude but afterwards loftier, and we can see where
this movement led. The change was a capital one and transformed for
the ancients the whole conception of life. The axis about which
morality revolved had to be shifted when ethics no longer sought,
as in earlier Greek philosophy, to realise the sovereign good on
this earth but looked for it after death. Thenceforth the activity
of man aimed less at tangible realities, ensuring well-being to the
family or the city or the state, and more at attaining to the
fulfilment of ideal hopes in a supernatural world. Our sojourn here
below was conceived as a preparation for another existence, as a
transitory trial which was to result in infinite felicity or
suffering. Thus the table of ethical values was turned upside
down.

“ All our actions and all our thoughts,” says Pascal, “must
follow so different a course if there are eternal possessions for
which we may hope than if there are not, that it is impossible to
take any directed and well-judged step except by regulating it in
view of this point which ought to be our ultimate goal.”
[2]

We will attempt first to sketch in a general introduction the
historical transformation which belief in the future life underwent
between the Republican period and the fall of paganism. Then, in
three lectures, we will examine more closely the various
conceptions of the abode of the dead held under the Roman Empire,
study in three others the conditions or the means which enable men
to attain to immortality and in the last two set forth the lot of
souls in the Beyond.







The cinerary vases of the prehistoric period are often
modelled in the shape of huts: throughout, funeral sculpture
follows the tradition that the tomb should reproduce the dwelling,
and until the end of antiquity it was designated, in the West as in
the East, as the “eternal house” of him who rested in
it.

Thus a conception of the tomb which goes back to the remotest
ages and persists through the centuries regards it as “the last
dwelling” of those who have left us; and this expression has not
yet gone out of use. It was believed that a dead man continued to
live, in the narrow space granted him, a life which was groping,
obscure, precarious, yet like that he led on earth. Subject to the
same needs, obliged to eat and to drink, he expected those who had
been nearest to him to appease his hunger and thirst. The utensils
he had used, the things he had cared for, were often deposited
beside him so that he might pursue the occupations and enjoy the
amusements which he had forsaken in the world. If he were satisfied
he would stay quietly in the furnished house provided for him and
would not seek to avenge himself on those whose neglect had caused
him suffering. Funeral rites were originally inspired rather by
fear than by love. They were precautions taken against the spirit
of the dead rather than pious care bestowed in their
interest. [3]

For the dead were powerful; their action was still felt; they
were not immured in the tomb or confined beneath the ground. Men
saw them reappear in dreams, wearing their former aspect. They were
descried during shadowy vigils; their voices were heard and their
movements noted. Imagination conceived them such as they had once
been; recollection of them filled the memory and to think of such
apparitions as idle or unreal seemed impossible. The dead
subsisted, then, as nebulous, impalpable beings, perceived by the
senses only exceptionally. Here the belief that their remains had
not quite lost all feeling mingled with the equally primitive and
universal belief that the soul is a breath, exhaled with the last
sigh. The vaporous shade, sometimes a dangerous but sometimes a
succouring power, wandered by night in the atmosphere and haunted
the places which the living man had been used to frequent. Except
for some sceptical reasoners, all antiquity admitted the reality of
these phantoms. Century-old beliefs, maintained by traditional
rites, thus persisted, more or less definitely, in the popular
mind, even after new forms of the future life were imagined. Many
vestiges of these beliefs have survived until today.

The first transformation undergone by the primitive
conception was to entertain the opinion that the dead who are
deposited in the ground gather together in a great cavity inside
the bowels of the earth. [4] This
belief in the nether world is found among most of the peoples of
the Mediterranean basin: the Sheol
of the Hebrews differs little from the Homeric
Hades and the Italic
Inferi .

It has been conjectured that the substitution of incineration
for inhumation contributed to spreading this new manner of
conceiving life beyond the tomb: the shade could not remain
attached to a handful of ashes enclosed in a puny urn. It went,
then, to join its fellows who had gone down into the dark dwelling
where reigned the gods of a subterranean kingdom. But as ghosts
could leave their graves in order to trouble or to help men, so the
swarms of the infernal spirits rose to the upper world through the
natural openings of the earth, or through ditches dug for the
purpose of maintaining communication with them and conciliating
them with offerings.

The Romans do not seem to have imagined survival in the
infernal regions very differently from the survival of the vague
monotonous shades in their tombs. Their
Manes or
Lemures had no marked personality or
clearly characterised individual features. The
Inferi were not, as in Greece, a stage
for the enactment of a tragic drama; their inhabitants had no
original life, and in the lot dealt to them no idea of retribution
can be discerned. In this matter it was the Hellenes who imposed
their conceptions of Hades on the Italic peoples and gave them
those half mythical and half theological beliefs which Orphism had
introduced in their own religion. Hellenic influence was felt
directly through the colonies of Greater Greece, indirectly through
the Etruscans, whose funeral sculpture shows us that they had
adopted all the familiar figures of the Greek Hades—Charon,
Cerberus, the Furies, Hermes Psychopompos and the others.
[5]

From the time when Latin literature had its beginnings and
the Latin theatre was born, we find writers taking pleasure in
reproducing the Hellenic fables of Tartarus and the Elysian Fields;
and Plautus [6] can
already make one of his characters say that he has seen “many
paintings representing the pains of Acheron.” This infernal
mythology became an inexhaustible theme which gave matter to poetry
and art until the end of antiquity and beyond it. We shall see, in
later lectures, how the religious traditions of the Greeks were
subjected to various transformations and
interpretations.







But Greece did not introduce poetic beliefs only into Rome:
she also caused her philosophy to be adopted there from the second
century onwards, and this philosophy tended to be destructive both
of those beliefs and of the old native faith in the Manes and in
the Orcus. Polybius, [7] when
speaking appreciatively of the religion of the Romans, praises them
for having inculcated in the people a faith in numerous
superstitious practices and tragic fictions. He considers this to
be an excellent way of keeping them to their duty by the fear of
infernal punishment. Hence we gather that if the historian thought
it well for the people to believe in these inventions, then, in his
opinion, enlightened persons, like his friends the Scipios, could
see in them nothing but the stratagems of a prudent policy. But the
scepticism of a narrow circle of aristocrats could not be confined
to it for long when Greek ideas were more widely
propagated.

Greek philosophy made an early attack on the ideas held as to
a future life. Even Democritus, the forerunner of Epicurus, spoke
of “some people who ignore the dissolution of our mortal nature
and, aware of the perversity of their life, pass their time in
unrest and in fear and forge for themselves deceitful fables as to
the time when follows their end.” [8] It is
true that in the fourth century Plato’s idealism had supplied, if
not a strict proof of immortality, yet reasons for it sufficient to
procure its acceptance by such as desired to be convinced. But in
the Alexandrian age, which was the surpassingly scientific period
of Greek thought, there was a tendency to remove all metaphysical
and mythical conceptions of the soul’s destiny from the field of
contemplation. This was the period in which the Academy, Plato’s
own school, unfaithful to its founder’s doctrines, was led by men
who, like Carneades, raised scepticism to a system and stated that
man can reach no certainty. We know that when Carneades was sent to
Rome as ambassador in 156 B. C. he made a great impression by
maintaining that justice is a matter of convention, and that he was
consequently banished by the senate as a danger to the state. But
we need only read Cicero’s works to learn what a lasting influence
his powerfully destructive dialectics had.

The dogmatism of other sects was at this time hardly at all
more favourable to the traditional beliefs in another
life.

Aristotle had thought that human reason alone persisted, and
that the emotional and nutritive soul was destroyed with the body,
but he left no personality to this pure intelligence, deprived of
all sensibility. He definitely denied that the “blessed” could be
happy. With him begins a long period during which Greek philosophy
nearly ceased to speculate on destiny beyond the grave. It was
repugnant to Peripatetic philosophy to concern itself with the
existence of a soul which could be neither conceived nor defined by
reason. Some of Aristotle’s immediate disciples, like Aristoxenus
and Dicaearchus, or Straton of Lampsacus, the pupil of
Theophrastus, agreed in denying immortality altogether; and later,
in the time of the Severi, Alexander of Aphrodisias, the great
commentator of The Stagirite, undertook to prove that the entire
soul, that is the higher and the lower soul, had need of the body
in order to be active and perished with it, and that such was the
veritable thought of the master. But profoundly as Peripateticism
affected Greek thought, directly and indirectly, in practically
discarding the future life, this was not the philosophy which
dominated minds towards the end of the Roman Republic. Other
schools then had a much wider influence and made this influence
felt much more deeply on eschatological beliefs. These schools were
Epicureanism and Stoicism.

Epicurus took up again the doctrine of Democritus, and taught
that the soul, which was composed of atoms, was disintegrated at
the moment of death, when it was no longer held together by its
fleshly wrapping, and that its transitory unity was then destroyed
for ever. The vital breath, after being expelled, was, he said,
buffeted by the winds and dissolved in the air like mist or smoke,
even before the body was decomposed. This was so ancient a
conception that Homer had made use of a like comparison, and the
idea that the violence of the wind can act on souls as a
destructive force was familiar to Athenian children in Plato’s
time. [9] But if
the soul thus resolves itself, after death, into its elementary
principles, how can phantoms come to frighten us in the watches of
the night or beloved beings visit us in our dreams? These simulacra
(εἴδωλα) are for Epicurus no more than emanations of particles of
an extreme tenuity, constantly issuing from bodies and keeping for
some time their form and appearance. They act on our senses as do
colour and scent and awake in us the image of a vanished
being.

Thus we are vowed to annihilation, but this lot is not one to
be dreaded. Death, which is held to be the most horrible of ills,
is in reality nothing of the sort, since the destruction of our
organism abolishes all its sensibility. The time when we no longer
exist is no more painful for us than that when we had not yet our
being. As Plato deduced the persistence of the soul after death
from its supposed previous existence, so Epicurus drew an opposite
conclusion from our ignorance of our earlier life; and, according
to him, the conviction that we perish wholly can alone ensure our
tranquillity of spirit by delivering us from the fear of eternal
torment.

There is no one of the master’s doctrines on which his
disciples insist with more complacent assurance. They praise him
for having freed men from the terrors of the Beyond; they thank him
for having taught them not to fear death; his philosophy appears to
them as a liberator of souls. Lucretius in his third book, of which
eighteenth-century philosophers delighted to celebrate the merits,
claims, with a sort of exaltation, to drive from men’s hearts “that
dread of Acheron which troubles human life to its inmost
depths.” [10] The
sage sees all the cruel fictions, with which fable had peopled the
kingdom of terrors, scattered abroad, and, when he has rid himself
of the dismay which haunts the common man, which casts a mournful
veil over things and leaves no joy unmixed, he finds a blessed
calm, the perfect quietude or “
ataraxia .”

This doctrine, which Lucretius preached with the enthusiasm
of a neophyte won to the true faith, had a profound reaction in
Rome. Its adepts in Cicero’s circle were numerous, including
Cassius, the murderer of Caesar. Sallust goes so far as to make
Caesar himself affirm, in full senate, that death, the rest from
torment, dispels the ills which afflict mankind, that beyond it
there is neither joy nor sorrow. [11] Men of
science, in particular, were attracted by these theories. In a
celebrated passage Pliny the Naturalist, after categorically
declaring that neither the soul nor the body has any more sensation
after death than before the day of birth, ends with a vehement
apostrophe: “Unhappy one, what folly is thine who in death renewest
life! Where will creatures ever find rest if souls in heaven, if
shades in the infernal regions, still have feeling? Through this
complacent credulity we lose death, the greatest boon which belongs
to our nature, and the sufferings of our last hour are doubled by
the fear of what will follow after. If it be indeed sweet to live,
for whom can it be so to have lived? How much easier and more
certain is the belief which each man can draw from his own
experience, when he pictures his future tranquillity on the pattern
of that which preceded his birth!” [12]

Even Seneca in one of his tragedies, an early work, makes the
chorus of Trojan women declaim a long profession of faith which is
the purest Epicureanism. [13]

The invasion of the Roman world by the Oriental mysteries and
superstitions in the second century caused the unbelievers to exalt
Epicurus yet higher. The satirist Lucian, using almost the same
expressions as Lucretius, proclaims the truly sacred and divine
character of him who alone knew the good with the true, and who
transmitted it to his disciples, to whom he gave moral
liberty. [14]
Believers everywhere looked upon him as a terrible
blasphemer. The prophet Alexander of Abonotichos enjoined all who
would obtain divine graces to drive away with stones “atheists,
Epicureans and Christians,” and exclude them from his
mysteries. [15] He
ordered by an oracle that the writings of him whom he called “the
blind old man” should be burnt. When mysticism and Platonism
triumphed in the Roman world, Epicureanism ceased to exist. It had
disappeared in the middle of the fourth century, yet Julian the
Apostate thought it advisable to include the writings of Epicurus
among the books which were forbidden to the priests of his revived
paganism. [16]

Thus during several centuries this philosophy had won a
multitude of followers. The inscriptions bear eloquent witness to
this fact. The most remarkable of them is a long text which was set
out on the wall of a portico in the little town of Oenoanda in
Lycia. A worthy citizen, Diogenes by name, who seems to have lived
under the Antonines, was a convinced partisan of the doctrine of
Epicurus; and feeling his end draw near, he wished to engrave an
exposition thereof on marble for the present and future edification
of his countrymen and of strangers. He does not fail to evince his
contempt for death, at which, he says, he has learnt to mock. “I do
not let myself be frightened by the Tityi and the Tantali whom some
represent in Hades; horror does not seize me when I think of the
putrefaction of my body ... when the links which bind our organism
are loosened, nothing further touches us.” [17] These
are ideas which we find reproduced everywhere, in various forms,
for Epicureanism did not only win convinced partisans in the most
cultivated circles, but also spread in the lowest strata of the
population, as is proved by epitaphs expressing unbelief in an
after life. Some do not go beyond a short profession of faith, “We
are mortal; we are not immortal.” [18] One
maxim is repeated so often that it is sometimes expressed only by
initials, “I was not; I was; I am not; I do not care.”
[19]
So man goes back to nothingness whence he went forth. It has
been remarked that this epigraphic formula was engraved especially
on the tombs of slaves, who had slight reason for attachment to
life. Gladiators also adopted the sentence: these wretched men, who
were to prove their indifference to death in the arena, were taught
that it marked the destruction of feeling and the term of their
suffering.

The same thought is sometimes expressed less brutally, almost
touchingly. Thus a comedian, who has spouted many verses and
tramped many roads, voices in his epitaph the conviction that life
is a loan, like a part in a play: “My mouth no longer gives out any
sound; the noise of applause no longer reaches me; I paid my debt
to nature and have departed. All this is but dust.” [20] Another
actor, who recited Homer’s verses in the festivals, tells us that
he “laughs at illusions and slumbers softly,” returning to the
Epicurean comparison of death with an unconscious sleep which has
no awakening. [21]

Some wordier unbelievers felt the need of enlarging on their
negations. [22] “There
is no boat of Hades, no ferryman Charon, no Aeacus as doorkeeper,
no dog Cerberus. All we, whom death sends down to the earth, become
bones and ashes and no more.... Offer not perfumes and garlands to
my stele: it is but a stone; burn no fire: the expenditure is vain.
If thou have a gift, give it me while I live. If thou givest to my
ashes to drink, thou wilt make mud: and the dead will not drink....
When thou scatterest earth on my remains, say that I have again
become as I was when I was not.” This last thought occurs
frequently. Thus on a Roman tomb we read: “We are and we were
nothing. See, reader, how swiftly we mortals go back from
nothingness to nothingness.” [23]

Sometimes these dead adopt a joking tone which is almost
macabre. Thus a freedman, merry to the grave, boasts of the
amenities of his new state: “What remains of man, my bones, rests
sweetly here. I no longer have the fear of sudden starvation; I am
exempt from attacks of gout; my body is no longer pledged for my
rent; and I enjoy free and perpetual hospitality.” [24]

Often a grosser Epicureanism recommends that we make profit
of our earthly passage since the fatal term deprives us for ever of
the pleasures which are the sovereign good. “Es bibe lude
veni”—“Eat, drink, play, come hither”—is advice which is several
times repeated. [25] Not
uncommonly, variations occur, inspired by the famous epitaph which
was on the alleged tomb of Sardanapalus and is resumed in the
admonition: “Indulge in voluptuousness, for only this pleasure wilt
thou carry away with thee”; or as it is expressed in the Epistle to
the Corinthians, “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we
die.” [26] So we
read on a stone found near Beneventum: “What I have eaten and what
I have drunk; that is all that belongs to me.” [27] A
well-known distich states that “Baths, wine, and love impair our
bodies, but baths, wine, and love make life”; [28] and a
veteran of the army had advice based on his own example engraved on
his tomb, “While I lived, I drank willingly; drink, ye who
live.” [29] The
exhortation to enjoy a life soon to be interrupted by death is a
traditional theme which has lent itself to many developments in
ancient and modern poetry. It is the formula which resumes the
wisdom of the popular Epicureanism. Some silver goblets, found in
Boscoreale near Pompeii, [30] show us
philosophers and poets among skeletons, and inscriptions urging
them to rejoice while they live, since no man is certain of the
morrow. Epicurus appears in person, his hand stretching towards a
cake on a table; and between his legs is a little pig lifting his
feet and snout to the cake to take his share of it. Above the cake
are the Greek words, ΤΟ ΤΕΛΟΣ ΗΔΟΝΗ, “The supreme end is pleasure.”
Horace, when he advises us to live from day to day without
poisoning the passing hour with hopes or fears for the future,
speaks of himself, jestingly, as a fat “hog of Epicurus’
herd.” [31] It was
thus that the vulgar interpreted the precepts of him who had in
reality preached moderation and renunciation as the means of
reaching true happiness.







If Epicureanism chose its ground as the passionate adversary
of religious beliefs, the other great system which shared its
dominance of minds in Rome, Stoicism, sought, on the contrary, to
reconcile these beliefs with its theories. But the allegorical
interpretations which Stoicism suggested, led, indirectly, to
nearly the same result as a complete negation, for when it changed
the meaning of the ancient myths it really destroyed the traditions
which it sought to preserve. This is true in particular of its
ideas as to the future life.

It will be remembered that man is for the Stoics a microcosm,
who reproduces in his person the constitution of the universe. The
entire mass of the world is conceived by them as animated by a
divine Fire, a first principle which evokes the succession of
natural phenomena. An uninterrupted chain of causes, ordered by
this supreme reason, necessarily determines the course of events
and irresistibly governs the existence of the great All. This
cosmic life is conceived as formed of an infinite series of exactly
similar cycles: the four elements are periodically reabsorbed into
the purest of their number, which is the Fire of intelligence, and
then, after the general conflagration, are once more
dissociated.

In the same way our organism lives, moves and thinks because
it is animated by a detached particle of this fiery principle which
penetrates everything. As this principle reaches to the limits of
the universe, so our soul occupies the whole body in which it
lodges. The pantheism of the Porch conceives as material both God
and the reason which rules us, the reason which is, in the emphatic
words of Epictetus, [32] “a
fragment of God.” It is defined as a hot breath (πνεῦμα
πυρῶδες, anima inflammata ); it
is like the purest part of the air which maintains life by
respiration, or the ardent ether which feeds the stars. This
individual soul maintains and preserves man, as the soul of the
world, by connecting its various parts, saves it from
disintegration. But on both sides this action is only temporary;
souls cannot escape the fatal lot imposed on the whole of which
they are but a tiny portion. At the end of each cosmic period the
universal conflagration (ἐκπύρωσις) will cause them to return to
the divine home whence all of them came forth. [33] But if
the new cycle, making its new beginning, is to reproduce exactly
that which preceded it, a “palingenesis” will one day give to the
same souls, endowed with the same qualities, the same existence in
the same bodies formed of the same elements.

This is the maximum limit of the immortality which the
materialistic pantheism of the Stoic philosophy could concede. Nor
did all the doctors agree in granting it. The variations of the
school on a point which seems to us of capital importance are most
remarkable. While Cleanthes did indeed admit that all souls thus
subsisted after their brief passage on earth for thousands of years
and until the final ekpyrosis ,
for Chrysippus only the souls of the sages had part in this
restricted immortality. In order to win it they must temper their
strength by resisting the passions. The weak, who had let
themselves be conquered in the struggle of this life, fell in the
Beyond also. [34] At the
most they obtained a short period of after life. The brevity or the
absence of this other existence was the chastisement of their
weakness.

Thus, almost the same moral consequences and incitements to
good could be drawn from a conditional and diminished immortality,
as from the general eternity of pains and rewards which other
thinkers taught. But the Stoics were not unanimous in adopting
these doctrines. We do not clearly perceive how far they agreed in
admitting that the soul, deprived of corporeal organs, was endowed
with feeling and, in particular, kept an individual conscience
connected with that possessed on earth. It is certain that a
definitely negative tendency showed itself in Rome among the
sectaries of Zeno. Panaetius, the friend of the Scipios, and one of
the writers who did most to win the Romans over to the ideas of the
Porch, here dissociated himself from his masters and absolutely
denied personal survival. [35] This
attitude was subsequently that of many Roman Stoics of those who
represented the school’s tradition most purely. The master of the
poet Persius, Cornutus, of whom a short work remains to us,
declared that the soul died with the body, immediately.
[36]
Similarly, at a later date, Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius,
although they sometimes seem to admit the possibility of survival,
certainly incline rather to believe that souls are disintegrated
and return to the elemental mass whence they were formed. Even
Seneca, who is more swayed by other tendencies and whose wavering
thought does not always remain consistent nor perspicuous, is not
convinced of the truth of immortality. It is no more to him than a
beautiful hope.

How is it that Stoicism thus hesitated at a point on which
the whole conception of human life seems to us to depend? It was
that eschatological theories had in reality only a secondary value
in this system, of which the essential part was not affected by
their variability. True Stoicism placed the realisation of its
ideal in this world. For it the aim of our existence here below was
not preparation for death but the conquest of perfect virtue, which
freed him who had attained to it from the passions and thus
conferred on him independence and felicity. Man could, of himself,
reach a complete beatitude which was not impaired by the limits
placed to his duration. The sage, a blissful being, was a god on
earth: heaven could give him nothing more. Therefore for these
philosophers the answer to the question, “What becomes of us after
death?” did not depend on moral considerations as it generally does
for us. For them it rather followed on physical
theories.

If these theories allow of different solutions of the problem
of immortality, they agree on one point—the impossibility that the
soul, if it is to last longer than we, should go down into the
depths of the earth; for the soul was, as we have said, conceived
as an ardent breath; that is to say, as formed of the two elements,
air and fire, which have the property of rising to the heights. Its
very nature prevented its descent: “it is impossible to conceive
that it is borne downwards.” [37] Thus
all the vulgar notions as to Hades were in contradiction with Stoic
psychology, a point to which we will return in treating of the
nether world. [38] These
philosophers do indeed speak of Hades but, faithful to their
habits, while they use traditional terms they give them a new
meaning. “The descent into Hades” is for them simply the departing
from life, the transference of the soul to new surroundings. Thus
Epictetus, who uses this expression (κάθοδος εἰς Ἄιδου), clearly
states in another passage, “There is no Hades, no Acheron, no
Cocytus, no Pyriphlegethon, but all is filled with gods and
demons.” [39] These
gods and demons were, however, no more than personifications of the
forces of nature. [40]

The true Stoic doctrine is, then, that souls, when they leave
the corpse, subsist in the atmosphere and especially in its highest
part which touches the circle of the moon. [41] But
after a longer or less interval of time they, like the flesh and
the bones, are decomposed and dissolve into the elements which
formed them.

This thought, like Epicurean nihilism, often appears in
epitaphs, and shows how Stoic ideas had spread among the people.
Thus on a tombstone found in Moesia we read first the mournful
statement that there is neither love nor friendship among the dead
and that the corpse lies like a stone sunk into the ground. Then
the dead man adds: [42] “I was
once composed of earth, water and airy breath (πνεῦμα), but I
perished, and here I rest, having rendered all to the All. Such is
each man’s lot. What of it? There, whence my body came, did it
return, when it was dissolved.” Sometimes there is more insistence
on the notion that this cosmic breath, in which ours is gathered
up, is the godhead who fills and rules the world. So in this
epitaph: “The holy spirit which thou didst bear has escaped from
thy body. That body remains here and is like the earth; the spirit
pursues the revolving heavens; the spirit moves all; the spirit is
nought else than God.” [43]
Elsewhere we find the following brief formula, which sums up
the same idea: “The ashes have my body; the sacred air has borne
away my soul.” [44] Very
characteristic is an inscription inspired by verses of a Greek
poet, on the tomb of a Roman woman: “Here I lie dead and I am
ashes; these ashes are earth. If the earth be a goddess, I too am a
goddess and am not dead.” [45]

These verses express the same great thought in various forms:
death is disappearance into the depths of divine nature. It is not
for the preservation of an ephemeral personality that we must hope.
Our soul, a fleeting energy detached from the All, must enter again
into the All as must our body: both are absorbed by
God,

“ When that which drew from out the boundless
deep

Turns again home.” [46]

The fiery breath of our intelligence is gathered, as are the
matter and the humours of our organism, into the inexhaustible
reservoir which produced them, as one day the earth and the heavens
will be gathered thither also. All must be engulfed in one whole,
must lose itself in one forgetfulness. When man has reached the
term of his fate, he faints into the one power which forms and
leads the universe, just as the tired stars will be extinguished in
it, when their days shall be accomplished. Resistance to the
supreme law is vain and painful; rebellion against the irresistible
order of things is impious. The great virtue taught by Stoicism is
that of submission to the fatality which guides the world, of
joyous acceptance of the inevitable. Philosophic literature and the
epitaphs present to us, repeatedly and in a thousand forms, the
idea that we cannot strive against omnipotent necessity, that the
rule of this rigid master must be borne without tears or
recriminations. The wise man, who destroys within himself desire of
any happenings, enjoys even during this existence divine calm in
the midst of tribulations, but those whom the vicissitudes of life
drive or attract, who let illusions seduce or grieve them, will at
last obtain remission of their troubles when they reach the
tranquil haven of death. This thought is expressed by a distich
which often recurs on tombs, in Greek and in Latin. “I have fled,
escaped. Farewell, Hope and Fortune. I have nothing more to do with
you. Make others your sport.” [47]

Stoic determinism found support in the astrology which
originated in Babylonia and was transplanted to Egypt, and which
spread in the Graeco-Latin world from the second century B. C.
onwards, propagating its mechanical and fatalistic conception of
the universe. According to this pseudo-science, all physical
phenomena depended absolutely, like the character and acts of men,
on the revolutions of the celestial bodies. Thus all the forces of
nature and the very energy of intelligence acted in accordance with
an inflexible necessity. Hence worship had no object and prayer no
effect. In this way the sidereal divination, which had grown up in
the temples of the East, ended in Greece, among certain of its
adepts, in a negation of the very basis of religion.
[48]
It is noteworthy that in the writings left to us there is
hardly an allusion to the immortality of the soul. When they speak
of what comes after death there is question only of funerals and
posthumous glory. We never find in them a promise to the
unfortunate, weighed down by misadventure and infirmities, of
consolation or compensation in the Beyond. The systematic astrology
of the Greeks limits its horizon to this world, although traces of
the belief in Hades subsist in its vocabulary and its predictions
and although this same astral divination inspired in the mysteries
certain eschatological theories, as we shall see later.
[49]







The rationalistic and scientific period of Hellenic thought
which began, as we have said, with Aristotle, filled the
Hellenistic period and continued until the century of Augustus.
Towards the end of the Roman Republic faith in the future life was
reduced to a minimum and the scepticism or indifference of the
Alexandrians was carried into Italy. The mocking verses of an
epigram of Callimachus, a man of learning as well as a poet, is
well known. [50]
“Charidas, what is there down below? Deep darkness. But what
of the journeys upwards? All lies. And Pluto? A fable. Then we are
lost.” Catullus was to say as much, less lightly, with a deeper
feeling. “Suns can set and rise again, but we, when our brief light
is extinguished, must sleep for an eternal night.” [51] The
religions belief in retribution in the Beyond was shaken, as all
the others were, not only in literary and philosophic circles but
among a large section of the population. The old tales of the
Elysian Fields and Tartarus no longer found credence, as convincing
testimony will show us. [52] Those
who sought to preserve them could do so only by using a daring
symbol which altered their character. But the idea of conscious
survival after death was itself no longer looked upon as sure. Many
who did not go so far as to deny it brutally were firmly agnostic.
When we turn over the pages of the thick volumes of the
Corpus inscriptionum , we are struck by
the small number of the epitaphs which express the hope of
immortality. The impression received is quite the contrary of that
given by going through our own graveyards or surveying the
collections of Christian epitaphs of antiquity. On by far the
larger number of the tombs the survival of the soul was neither
affirmed nor denied; it was not mentioned otherwise than by the
banal formula Dis Manibus —so
bereft of meaning that even some Christians made use of it. Or else
the authors of funereal inscriptions, like the contemporary
writers, used careful phrases which showed their mental
hesitations: “If the Manes still perceive anything.... If any
feeling subsist after death.... If there be reward for the
righteous beneath the ground.” [53] Such
doubting propositions are most frequent. The same indecision made
people return to an alternative presented by Plato in the
Apology , [54] before
his ideas had evolved, and repeat that death is “an end or a
passage,”— mors aut finis aut
transitus ,—and no choice is made between the two
possibilities: the question is left open. The future life was
generally regarded as a consoling metaphysical conception, a mere
hypothesis supported by some thinkers, a religious hope but not an
article of faith. The lofty conclusion which ends Agricola’s eulogy
will be remembered. “If,” says Tacitus, “there be an abode of the
spirits of virtuous men, if, as sages have taught, great souls be
not extinguished with the body, rest in peace.” But side by side
with the supposition thus hazarded, the historian expresses the
assurance that Agricola will receive another reward for his merits.
All that his contemporaries have loved and admired in his character
will cause the fame of his deeds to live in men’s memory through
the eternity of ages.

We here see how the perplexity in which men struggled, when
they thought of psychic survival, gave earthly immortality a
greater value in the eyes of the ancients. It was for many of them
the essential point because it alone was certain. Not to fall into
the abyss of forgetfulness seemed a sufficient reward for virtue.
“Death is to be feared by those for whom everything is extinguished
with their life, not by those whose renown cannot perish.”
[55]
That the commemoration of our merits may not cease when the
short time of our passage here below has ended, but may be
prolonged for as long as the sequence of future generations
lasts—this is the deep desire which stimulates virtue and excites
to effort. Cicero, when celebrating in the Pro
Archia [56] the
benefits wrought by the love of glory,—from which he was by no
means exempt himself,—remarks shrewdly that even philosophers, who
claim to show its vanity, are careful to place their names at the
beginning of their books, thus showing the worth they attach to
that which they exhort others to despise. Even more than today, the
hope of a durable renown, the anxiety that their fellows should be
busy about them even after their departure, the preoccupation lest
their life should not be favourably judged by public opinion,
haunted many men, secretly or avowedly dominated their thought and
directed their actions. Even those who had played only a modest
part in the world and had made themselves known only to a narrow
circle, sought to render their memory unforgettable by building
strong tombs for themselves along the great roads. Epitaphs often
begin with the formula Memoriae
aeternae , “To the eternal memory,” which we have
inherited, although the idea it represents no longer has for most
of us any but a very relative value.

In antiquity it was first connected with the old belief in a
communion of sentiments and an exchange of services between the
deceased and their descendants who celebrated the funeral cult.
When the firm belief in the power of the shades to feel and act
ceased to exist, offerings were made with another intention:
survivors liked to think that he who had gone had not entirely
perished as long as his remembrance subsisted in the hearts of
those who had cherished him and the minds of those who had learnt
his praises. In some way, he rose from the grave in the image made
of him by the successors of those who had known him. Epicurus
himself stipulated in his will that the day of his birth should be
commemorated every month, [57] and
under the Roman Empire his disciples were still piously celebrating
this recurring feast. Thus this deep instinct of preservation,
which impels human beings to desire survival, showed itself even in
him who contributed most of all to destroy faith in
immortality.







It is always with difficulty that men resign themselves to
dying wholly. Even when reason admits, nay when it desires,
annihilation, the subconscious self protests against it; our
personality is impelled by its very essence to crave the
persistence of its self. Besides, the feelings of survivors rebel
against the pain of an unending separation, the definite loss of
all affections. In the troubled times which marked the end of the
Roman Republic, at a moment when changing fortune periodically
turned all the conditions of existence upside down, there grew up a
stronger aspiration to a better future, a search, to use the words
of the ancients, for a sure haven, in which man, tossed by the
storms of life, might find quiet. Thus in the first century B. C.
the birth was seen, or rather the rebirth, of a mystic movement
which claimed to give by direct communication with God the
certainties which reason could not supply. The chief preoccupation
of philosophers began to be those capital questions as to the
origin and end of man which the schools of the earlier period had
neglected as unanswerable. It was above all the Neo-Pythagoreans
who gave up pure rationalism, and thus brought Roman thought to
admit new forms of immortality.

When the scientific school of the old Pythagorism came to an
end in Italy in the fourth century, the sect perpetuated itself
obscurely in mysterious conventicles, a sort of freemasonry of
which the influence in the Hellenistic period is difficult to
measure or circumscribe. It again took on new power in Alexandria
under the Ptolemies. In this metropolis, in which all the currents
of Europe and Asia were mingled, Pythagorism admitted at this time
many ideas foreign to the teaching of the old master of Samos. This
teaching seems not to have set forth a rigid, logically constructed
theology, and the points of contact with the beliefs of the East,
which its ideas supplied, favoured an accommodating syncretism.
Pythagoras was said to have had Plato as a disciple, and Plato was
venerated almost as much as the teacher he followed. The powerful
structure of Stoic pantheism did not fail to exercise an ascendancy
over the theorists of the school. This school had been, from its
origin, in touch with the Orphic mysteries and those of Dionysos
and it remained so, but it was also subject to the more remote
influence of Babylonian and Egyptian religions, and particularly of
those Chaldean doctrines which the Greeks had learnt to know after
Alexander’s conquest.

This vast eclecticism, open to all novelties, did not bring
about a break with the past. Theology succeeded in effecting a
reconciliation with all, even the rudest and most absurd traditions
of fable, by an ingenious system of moral allegories. “Divine”
Homer thus became a master of piety and wisdom, and mythology a
collection of edifying stories. Demonology made it possible to
justify all the traditional practices of the cult, as well as magic
and divination: everything which seemed incompatible with the new
idea of the divinity was ascribed to lower powers. Thus the
Pythagoreans could take up the position not of adversaries or
reformers but of interpreters of the ancestral religion. They
claimed that they remained faithful to the wisdom of the sages who,
at the dawn of civilisation, had received a divine revelation,
which had been transmitted first to Pythagoras and then to Plato.
They felt so sure that they were expressing the thought of these
masters, whose authority made law, that they did not hesitate to
subscribe the venerated names, by a pious fraud, to their own
writings. Nowhere did apocryphal literature have a more luxuriant
efflorescence than in these circles.

When the sect was introduced into Rome it sought, according
to its wont, to connect itself with old local traditions, and
without much difficulty it succeeded. The national pride of the
conquerors of Greece could, with some complacency, regard it as
Italic. Pythagoras passed for the teacher of King Numa, the
religious legislator of the city. Ennius had expressed this
philosopher’s doctrine in his poems, and altogether, from the time
of the ancient republic onwards, the half mythical moralist of
Greater Greece enjoyed singular consideration in Rome.
[58]

But the first to give new life to the Pythagorean school,
which had died in Italy centuries before, was, according to Cicero,
his friend, the senator Nigidius Figulus, a curious representative
of the scientific religiosity which characterised the sect. This
Roman magistrate, a man of singular erudition, was bitten with all
the occult sciences. A grammarian, a naturalist and a theologian,
he was also an astrologer and magician and, on occasion, a
wonder-worker. He did not confine himself to theory but gathered
about him a club of the initiate, of whom we cannot say whether
they were most attracted by scientific curiosity, by austere morals
or by mystic practices. Vatinius, the relative and friend of
Caesar, and, probably, the spiritualist Appius Claudius Pulcher
were the most prominent of this circle of converts.

It is significant that at much the same time the historian
Castor of Rhodes claimed to interpret Roman usages by
Pythagorism, [59] and the
stories establishing a connection between the Roman state and the
reformers of Greater Greece were multiplied. In the Augustan age a
worldly poet like Ovid [60] thought
it permissible to introduce into his
Metamorphoses , where no digression of
the sort was to be looked for, a long speech of Pythagoras
explaining vegetarianism and transmigration. A little later
Antonius Diogenes, the romancer, found in the same philosophy
inspiration for his fantastic pictures of the lot of souls.
[61]
All this goes to show how powerfully seductive the new sect
proved to be as soon as it was revived in Rome.

But it did not lack enemies. Public malignity did not spare
these mysterious theosophists who met in subterranean crypts. They
were blamed for neglecting the national cult, which had ensured the
greatness of the city, in order to indulge in condemned practices
or even to commit abominable crimes. It was a more serious matter
that their secret gatherings also excited the suspicion of the
authorities, and that the partakers were prosecuted as persons who
dealt in magic, which was punishable by law. The little Pythagorean
church seems not to have been able to maintain itself in the
capital for long. In Seneca’s time it was dead. [62]

But Pythagorism continued to find adepts in the empire and
soon returned to Rome. Under Domitian, Apollonius of Tyana made the
East resound with his preaching and miracles, and although thrown
into prison by this emperor he was in favour with his successors.
Under the Antonines, the false prophet Alexander of Abonotichos,
unmasked by Lucian, claimed to be a new incarnation of the sage of
Samos, whose wisdom he pretended to reveal in his mysteries. The
literary tradition of the sect maintained itself until the third
century, when it was absorbed by Neo-Platonism. In a period of
syncretism, the originality of this philosophy resided less in its
doctrine than in its observances, and when its conventicles were
dissolved, it easily merged itself in the school which professed to
continue it. During its long life Pythagorism had indeed had a
powerful influence, not only on the system of Plato and Plotinus,
but also on the Oriental cults which spread under the empire. It
had supplied the first type of the learned mysteries in which
knowledge (γνῶσις) is at once the condition and the end of
sanctification. [63]
Possibly it even penetrated into Gaul at an early date, by
way of Marseilles, and was thus known to the Druids.

It would certainly be a mistake to look upon Pythagorism as a
pure philosophy, like Epicureanism and Stoicism. Its sectaries
formed a church rather than a school, a religious order, not an
academy of sciences. From a recent discovery in Rome, if my
interpretation of the monument is right, [64] we have
learnt that the Pythagoreans met in underground basilicas,
constructed on the model of Plato’s cavern, in which, according to
the great idealist, the chained men see only the shades of the
higher realities. [65] A
foundation sacrifice, that of a dog and a young pig, was made
before this basilica was constructed. Its stucco decoration is
borrowed almost entirely from Greek mythology or the ceremonies of
the mysteries. Secret rites and varied purifications had to be
accomplished in it; hymns accompanied by sacred music were sung;
and from a chair within the apse the doctors gave esoteric teaching
to the faithful. They taught them the symbols in which the truths
of faith and the precepts of conduct, formerly revealed by
Pythagoras and the other sages, were handed down in enigmatic form.
These remote disciples interpreted all the myths of the past, and
especially the Homeric poems, by psychological or eschatological
allegories. They laid down, as definite commandments, a rule of
strict observance which included all the acts of daily life. At
dawn, after he had offered a sacrifice to the rising Sun, the pious
man must decide on the way in which his day was to be employed.
Every evening he must make a threefold examination of conscience,
and, if he had been guilty of any sin of omission or commission,
must make an act of contrition. He was obliged to follow a purely
vegetarian diet and to practise many abstinences, to make repeated
prayers, to meditate lengthily. This austere and circumstantial
system of morals would ensure happiness and wisdom on earth and
salvation in the Beyond.

All the Neo-Pythagoreans agree in stating that the human soul
is related to God and therefore immortal. Many, like the Stoics,
look upon it as a parcel of the ether, an effluvium of burning and
luminous fluid which fills the celestial spaces and shines in the
divine stars. Others, who are nearer to Plato, believe it to be
immaterial and define it as a number in movement. Always,
generation is regarded as a fall and a danger for the soul.
Enclosed in the body as in a tomb, it runs the risk of corruption,
even of perishing. Earthly existence is a hard voyage on the stormy
waters of matter, which are perpetually rolling and surging. Thus a
fundamental pessimism looked upon life here below as a trial and a
chastisement; a radical dualism placed the body in opposition to
the divine essence residing in it. The constant care of the sage
was to keep his soul from pollution by its contact with the flesh.
He abstained from meat and other foods which might corrupt it; a
series of tabus protected it against all contagion. Ritual
purifications restored to it its purity (ἁγνεία) which was
continually threatened. The unwearying exercise of virtue, the
scrupulous practice of piety preserved its original nature. Music,
which caused it to vibrate in harmony with the universe, and
science, which lifted it towards divine things, prepared its
ascension to heaven. Meditation was a silent prayer, which placed
reason in communication with the powers on high. Seized by love for
the eternal beauties, it rose in its transports even in this life
to God, identified itself with Him and so rendered itself worthy of
a blessed immortality. [66]

When the death determined by destiny occurred, the soul
escaped from the body in which it was captive but kept its bodily
form and appearance, and this simulacrum (εἴδωλον) appeared to men
in dreams and after evocations. According to some Pythagoreans,
this subtle form was distinct from the soul (ψυχή), which ascended
immediately to the higher spheres. Others believed that, like a
light garment, it wrapped the soul, which was for some time
constrained to dwell here below. [67] After
this shade had remained beside the body or somewhere near the tomb
for a certain number of days, it rose in the atmosphere in which
contended winds, water and fire, and was purified by the elements.
This zone, the lowest circle of the world, was what fable had
called hell ( Inferi ), and it
was of this passage from one circle to that next it that poets
spoke when they told of the Styx and Charon’s boat. [68] When
the soul had been purified it was borne, uplifted by the winds, to
the sphere of the moon. Here lay the boundary of life and death,
the limit which divided the residence of the immortals, where all
was harmony and purity, from the corrupt and troubled empire of
generation. Thus the luminary of the night was the first dwelling
of the Blessed, and there lay the Elysian Fields of the poets,
Proserpina’s kingdom where rest the shades. And the Fortunate
Islands, of which the ancients sung, were no other than the sun and
the moon, celestial lands bathed by the waters of the ether.
[69]

The shade remained in the moon or was dissolved there, and
pure reason rose to the sun whence it came forth, or even reached
the summit of the heavens where reigned the Most High. A helpful
escort, called by mythology Hermes the Soul-Guide, or
psychopompos , led the elect to these
Olympian peaks. There they regained their true country, and as
birth had been to them a death, so their death was their rebirth.
They enjoyed the contemplation of the luminous gods. They were rapt
by the ravishing tune of the harmony of the spheres, that divine
melody of which earthly music is but a feeble echo. [70]

Some souls were kept on the banks of the Styx and could not
cross it: in other words, they were constrained to remain on the
earth. The dead who had not had religious burial must linger beside
their neglected bodies for a hundred years, the normal span of a
human life, before they were admitted to the place of purgation,
where they would sojourn for ten times that period. [71] In the
same way those who had died young or whose days had been cut short
by violence would not enter the purgatory before the due term of
their life. [72] But
especially the souls of the criminal and the impious were thus
condemned to wander, restless and in pain, through the lower air,
which they filled with their multitude. It was these demoniac
spirits who returned as dismal phantoms to frighten the living, who
were evoked by wizards and who revealed the future in oracles.
Demonology accounted for all the aberrations of magic and
divination. These spirits rose to the aerial purgatory after they
had for long years tormented and been tormented, but they could not
reach the moon, which repelled them; they were condemned to
reincarnation in new bodies, either of men or of beasts, and were
once again delivered to the fury of the passions. These passions
are the Erinyes, of whom poets sung, that in Tartarus they burnt
criminals with their torches and scourged them with their whips.
For there was no subterranean hell: Hades was in the air or on our
earth, and the infernal sufferings described by mythology were the
various tortures inflicted on the souls condemned to
transmigration. [73]

This religious philosophy, which, by a symbolism transforming
the meaning of the traditional beliefs, reconciled these with men’s
intelligence, did more than any other to revive faith in
immortality. Many enlightened men, like Cicero and Cato, had sought
consolation for the misfortunes of this world and a hope for the
Beyond in reading Plato, but Plato’s proof of immortality could
convince only those already convinced. [74]
Pythagorism, on the other hand, offered to restless souls a
certainty founded on a revelation made to ancient sages, and it
satisfied at once the Roman love for order and rule, and the human
love for the marvellous and the mysterious. The evidence of the
effect of this philosophy is still recognisable, although it often
has not been recognised, in the compositions decorating many
sepulchral monuments and in the wording of several epitaphs. A
tombstone found at Philadelphia in Lydia is particularly
curious. [75] It
bears a representation of the Y symbol, that is, of the diverging
roads between which man must choose when he leaves childhood behind
him. On the one side earthly travail leads the virtuous man to
eternal rest; on the other softness and debauchery bring the
vicious man to a gulf into which he falls. A metrical epitaph,
found at Pisaurum (Pesaro), hints covertly at the ideas of the
school. This commemorates a child who, in spite of his youth, had
learnt the dogmas of Pythagoras and read “the pious verses of
Homer” as well as the philosophers, and had studied in Euclid the
sacred science of numbers. His soul, runs the inscription,
[76]
“goes forward through the gloomy stars of deep Tartarus
towards the waters of Acheron,” a sentence which can be understood
only on the supposition that Tartarus and Acheron had for the
author a figurative meaning and lay in the depths not of the earth
but of the sky.







The belief in a celestial immortality which was thus
propagated by the half philosophical, half religious sect of the
Pythagoreans was to find a powerful interpreter in a thinker who
had a predominant influence over his contemporaries and the
succeeding generation—in Posidonius. We know little of his life.
Born at Apamea in Syria, about the year 135, he early left his
native country, of which he seems to have kept a poor opinion, and
as a young student in Athens he attended the lectures of the older
Stoic Panaetius. The universal curiosity which was to make him a
scholar of encyclopaedic knowledge soon impelled him to take long
journeys, in which he even reached the shores of the Atlantic and
studied the tides of the ocean. Upon his return he opened a school
in the free city of Rhodes and there numbered Cicero among his
hearers. When he died at the age of eighty-four the prestige he
enjoyed both in the Roman world and among the Greeks was immense.
He owed his intellectual ascendancy as much to the marvellous
variety of the knowledge which he displayed, as philosopher,
astronomer, historian, geographer and naturalist, as to his
copious, harmonious and highly coloured style.

A theologian rather than a logician, a scholar rather than a
critic, he did not construct an original metaphysical system
comparable to those of the great founders of schools. But
Posidonius was the most prominent representative of that syncretism
which, as we have seen, showed itself in the Pythagoreans before
his day and which reigned in the world about him, because men were
weary of the sterile discussions of opposing thinkers. He gave the
support of his authority and his eloquence to the eclecticism which
reconciled the principles of the ancient Greek schools. Moreover,
his Syrian origin led him to combine these doctrines with the
religious ideas of the East, which had with astrology given the
Hellenes a new conception of man and of the gods. [77]

It is exactly here that Posidonius is important from the
point of view of our subject: his tendencies represent a direct
reaction against the scepticism of his master Panaetius, who denied
both the survival of the soul [78] and the
possibility of divination. Posidonius introduced into Stoicism
momentous ideas derived at once from Pythagorism and from Eastern
cults, and sought to establish them firmly by connecting them with
a system of the world, which his vast intelligence had sought to
understand in all its aspects. His faith in immortality is strictly
related to his cosmography and receives support from his
physics.

It was this system of the world which was, thanks to
Ptolemy’s authority, to perpetuate itself on the whole until the
time of Copernicus. We will here give a broad outline of its
essential features, because the eschatological doctrines were to
remain for centuries connected with it. The terrestrial globe was
held to be suspended, motionless, in the centre of the universe,
surrounded by an atmosphere formed of the three other elements and
reaching to the moon. That part of the atmosphere which was near
the earth was thickened and darkened by heavy vapours rising from
the soil and the waters. Above, there moved a purer and lighter air
which, as it neared the sky, was warmed by contact with the higher
fires. Still higher were ranged the concentric spheres of the seven
planets, wrapped in ether, a subtle and ardent fluid—first the
moon, which still received and gave back the exhalations of the
earth, [79] then
Mercury and Venus, the two companions of the sun in his daily
course. The fourth place, that is, the middle point of the
superimposed heavens, was occupied by the luminary of the day,—here
Posidonius forsakes Plato and follows the Chaldeans,—the burning
heart of the world, the intelligent light which is the source of
our minds. [80] Above
the sun moved the three higher planets—Mars, Jupiter and Saturn.
And these seven wandering stars were surrounded by the sphere of
the fixed stars, which were animated by constant and uniform
movement. That sphere marked the world’s boundary: beyond it there
was only void or the ether.







The universe, as this philosophy imagined it, had therefore
well-defined limits: when men raised their eyes to the
constellations of the firmament, they thought they perceived its
end. The depths of the sky were not then unfathomable; he who sank
his gaze in them was not seized with giddiness at the abysses nor
bewildered by inconceivable magnitudes, and was not tempted to cry
with Pascal: [81] “The
eternal silence of these boundless spaces affrights me.” Nor was
the universe then a multiplicity of heavenly bodies moving to an
unknown goal and perpetually transformed, transitory manifestations
of an energy developed for undiscoverable ends. The conception
formed of the world was static, not dynamic. It was a machine of
which the wheels turned according to immutable laws, an organism of
which all the parts were united by reciprocal sympathy as they
acted and reacted on each other.

This organism was alive, penetrated throughout by the same
essence as the soul which maintains our life and thought. This soul
was an igneous breath of which the moral corruption was conceived
quite materially. When it gave itself up to the desires of the
senses, to corporeal passions, its substance thickened and was
troubled, and the mud of this pollution adhered to it like a crust.
When the soul left the body at the time of death, it became a
spirit like the multitude of demons who peopled the atmosphere. But
its lot varied in accordance with its condition. If it were laden
with matter, its weight condemned it to float in the densest air,
the damp-charged gas which immediately surrounded the earth, and
its very composition then caused it to reincarnate itself in new
bodies. [82] But if
it had remained free from all alloy its lightness caused it to pass
immediately through this heavier layer of air and bore it to the
higher spaces. It stopped in this ascension when, within the ether
which was about the moon, it found itself in surroundings like its
own substance. Some elect beings, the divine spirits of the sages,
kept such purity that they rose through the ether as far as the
highest astral spheres. In this system the doctrine of immortality
is seen to be closely knit up with cosmography.

If Posidonius has largely borrowed these ideas from the
platonising Pythagorism of his period, he forsook this philosophy
on an essential point. As a Stoic he did not admit the
transcendency of God. For him, God was immanent in the universe;
the seat of the directing reason of the world (ἡγεμονικόν) was the
sphere of the fixed stars, which embraced all other spheres and
determined their revolutions. There too, at the summit of the world
but not outside it, the spirits of the blessed gathered; from these
high peaks they delighted to observe earthly happenings; and when a
pious soul tried to rise to them, these succouring heroes, like our
saints, could lend their aid and protection.

This philosophy did not draw its power of persuasion only
from its logical consistency, which satisfied reason, but it also
made a strong appeal to feeling. Posidonius caused a broad stream
of mystical ideas, undoubtedly derived from the beliefs developed
by the astral religions of the East, to flow into the arid bed of a
Stoicism which had become scholastic. For him, reason was not
enclosed in the body, even when it sojourned here below; it escaped
from it to pass with marvellous swiftness from the depths of the
sea to the ends of the earth and the top of the heavens; it flew
through all nature, learning to know physical laws and to admire
the divine order ever more and more. Above all it could never weary
of the sight of the glowing constellations and their harmonious
movements. It felt with emotion, as it gave itself up to
contemplating them, its kinship with the celestial fires; it
entered into communion with the higher gods. In enthusiastic terms,
echoed by his imitators, Posidonius described the ecstasy which
seized him who left the earth, who felt himself transported to the
midst of the sacred chorus of the stars and who followed their
rhythmic evolutions. In these transports, the soul did not only win
to infinite power, but also received from heaven the revelation of
the nature and cause of the celestial revolutions. Thus even in
this life it had a foretaste of the beatitude which would belong to
it after death when reason, rid of the weak organs of the senses,
would directly perceive all the splendours of the divine world and
would know its mysteries completely. [83]

This theology attributed to man a power such as to satisfy
his proudest feelings. It did not regard him as a tiny animalcule
who had appeared on a small planet lost in immensity, nor did it,
when he scrutinised the heavens, crush him with a sense of his own
pettiness as compared with bodies whose greatness surpassed the
limits of his imagination. It made man king of creation, placed him
in the centre of a still limited world of which the proportions
were not so vast that he could not travel all over his domain. If
he could tear himself from the domination of his body, he became
capable of communicating with the visible gods who were almost
within his reach and whom he might hope to equal after his passage
here below. He knew himself to be united to them by an identity of
nature which alone explained how he understood them.

“ Quis caelum possit, nisi caeli munere, nosse

Et reperire deum, nisi qui pars ipse Dei est?”
[84]

“ Who could know heaven save by heavenly grace, or find God
if he were not himself a part of God?”—words of the Roman poet who
echoes Posidonius’ teaching.







It is easy to understand that such ideas were readily adopted
at a time when human minds, tired of inconclusive disputes,
despaired of ever reaching truth by their own strength. The astral
mysticism eloquently preached by Posidonius was to influence all
the later Stoicism. Seneca in particular, in the numerous passages
in which he speaks of the misery and baseness of life in the body
and celebrates the felicity of the pure souls who live among the
stars, shows the imprint of the philosopher of Apamea. And this
philosopher also exerted a far-reaching action beyond the narrow
circle of the school. The erudition of the antiquarian Varro, the
poems of Virgil and Manilius and the biblical exegesis of Philo the
Jew, all drew on him for inspiration. But the author in whom we can
best discern his influence is his pupil Cicero, the abundance of
whose writings allows us to follow the evolution of his thought,
which is characteristic of the whole society of his
time.

It is beyond doubt that Cicero was an agnostic for the
greater part of his life. His mind found satisfaction in the
scepticism of the New Academy, or rather he adopted towards the
future life the received attitude of the world in which he lived,
where the problem of the soul’s origin and destiny was regarded as
not only insoluble but also idle, as unworthy to absorb the minds
of men who should devote their energies to the service of the
state. The question of the cult to be rendered to the Manes had
been settled once for all by the ancient pontifical law. Old Rome
distrusted speculations as to the Beyond because they dangerously
diverted thought from actual realities. But Cicero, by his study of
the writings of his master Posidonius and by his intercourse with
the senator Nigidius Figulus, a fervent adept of
Pythagorism, [85] had
been brought into contact with the stream of mystical ideas which
was beginning to flow through the West. Gradually, as he grew older
and life brought him disappointments, his thought was more
attracted to religious ideas. [86] In 54,
when he had given up political life, he composed the
Republic , an imitation of Plato’s work
on the same subject. As Plato had introduced the myth of Er the
Armenian at the end of his work, so his Roman imitator concludes
with the puzzling picture of “Scipio’s Dream,” where the destroyer
of Carthage receives the revelations of the conqueror of Zama. The
hero, from the height of the celestial spheres, expounds that
doctrine of astral immortality which was common to the Pythagoreans
and to Posidonius. It is given as yet only as a dream, a vision the
truth of which is in no way guaranteed. But in 45 B. C. Cicero
suffered a cruel loss in the death of his only daughter Tullia. His
grief persuaded him that this beloved being still lived among the
gods. Even while he accused himself of unreasonable weakness, he
ordered that not a tomb but a chapel (
fanum ), consecrating her apotheosis,
should be raised to this young woman. The letters he wrote at this
time to Atticus, from the shores of the Pomptine Marshes, in the
solitude of Astura, apprise us of his most intimate feelings. He
gave vent to his sorrow in writing a
Consolatio , and in its preserved
fragments we see him strangely impressed by the Pythagorean
doctrines: he speaks of the soul, exempt from all matter, as
celestial and divine and therefore eternal, of the soul’s life here
below as a penalty inflicted on it because it is born to expiate
anterior crimes ( scelerum luendorum
causa ).

Cicero’s sensitive spirit, troubled by the perplexing problem
of our destiny, did not turn to the old discredited beliefs but to
the new conceptions which a mystical philosophy had brought from
the East. Hortensius and
the Tusculans , written in this
period of his life, show us the empire which the Neo-Stoicism of
his master and the Neo-Pythagorism of his fellow-senator then
exercised over his mind, saddened and disillusioned as he was, and
show us too how he sought consolation for the private and public
ills which were overwhelming him in the luminous doctrine of a
blissful survival.

This spiritual evolution is an image of the great change
which was about to take place in the Roman world.







Stoic philosophy, although its maxims had been popularised by
education and literature, was almost as incapable of exercising a
wide influence on the deep masses of the people as the esoteric
theosophy revealed in the aristocratic conventicles of the
Pythagoreans. The urban “plebs,” to which slavery and trade had
given a strong admixture of Eastern blood, and the peasants of the
rural districts, where the gaps caused by depopulation were filled
up by a foreign labour supply, were beginning at the end of the
Republican period to hear new dogmas preached, dogmas which were
winning an ever increasing number of believers. The ancient
national cults of Greece and Rome aimed above all at ensuring civic
order and earthly welfare, and paid small regard to the spiritual
perfection of individuals and their eternal future. But now exotic
cults claimed to reveal the secret of immortality to their
adepts. [87] The
Oriental mysteries, propagated in the West, united in the promise
of securing holiness in this life and felicity in the next, while
they imparted to their initiates the knowledge of certain rites and
required submission to certain precepts. Instead of the fluctuating
and disputable beliefs of philosophers as to destiny in the Beyond,
these religions gave certainty founded on divine revelation and on
the faith of countless generations attached to them. The truth,
which the mysticism of the thinkers looked to find in direct
communication with heaven, was here warranted by a venerable
tradition and by the daily manifestations of the gods adored. The
belief in life beyond the grave, which had in ancient paganism been
so vague and melancholy, was transformed into confident hope in a
definite beatitude. Participation in the occult ceremonies of the
sect was an infallible means of finding salvation. A society that
was weary of doubt received these promises eagerly, and the old
beliefs of the East combined with an eclectic philosophy to give a
new eschatology to the Roman Empire.

The salvation ensured by the mysteries was conceived as
identification with the god venerated in them. By virtue of this
union the initiate was reborn, like this god, to new life after he
had perished, or, like him, escaped from the fatal law of death
which weighs on humanity. He was “deified” or “immortalised,” after
he had taken part, as actor, in a liturgical drama reproducing the
myth of the god whose lot was thus assimilated to his own.
Purifications, lustrations and unctions, participation in a sacred
banquet, revelations, apparitions and ecstasies—a complicated
series of ceremonies and instructions helped to bring about this
metamorphosis of the faithful whom a higher power absorbed or
penetrated with its energy. We shall return to this sacramental
operation which made pious souls equal to the divinity.
[88]

There is another point on which, in the course of this
historical introduction, we must dwell a little longer, namely, the
evolution undergone by the conception of the Beyond taught in the
different mysteries and the share of philosophy in the
transformation. For if in the various sects the liturgy was usually
preserved with scrupulous fidelity, its theological interpretation
varied considerably as time passed. In paganism much doctrinal
liberty was always combined with respect for rites.

Some of the mysteries often gave in their beginnings a rather
coarse idea of the future life, and the pleasures which might be
enjoyed therein were very material. The ancient Greek conception,
going back to Orphism, was, as we have seen, that of a subterranean
kingdom divided into two contrasted parts—Tartarus where the
wicked, plunged in a dark slough or subjected to other pains,
suffering the chastisement of their faults, on the one side; on the
other, the Elysian Fields, those flowered, luminous meadows, gay
with song and dance, in which the blessed pursued their favourite
occupations, whether they were allowed to dwell there for ever, or
whether they awaited there the hour fixed for their rebirth on
earth. [89] This
eschatology, which had become the common possession of the
Hellenes, was certainly that of the mysteries of Greece and in
particular of the mysteries of Eleusis. But these mysteries were
never more than local religions: however numerous were the
initiates attracted by their renown, they were bound to the soil
where they were born. Thus their influence was very limited in the
Roman period and cannot be compared with that of the universal
cults which were propagated throughout the Mediterranean world. As
for Orphism, which was never connected with any one temple, it is
doubtful whether it still constituted an actual sect, and if it
did, it certainly spread over a very narrow field. Its influence
was perpetuated chiefly because it was absorbed by
Pythagorism.

Among the mysteries propagated in the West, the most ancient
were those of the Thraco-Phrygian gods, Dionysos and Sabazios, who
were indeed looked upon as identical. We know that in 186 B. C.
a senatus consultum forbade the
celebration of the Bacchanalia in Italy, and in 139 some sectaries
of Jupiter Sabazius, who identified this god with the Jahve-Sabaoth
of the Jews, were expelled from Rome by the praetor at the same
time as the “Chaldeans.” The cult practised by the votaries of
Bacchus or Liber Pater, whose confraternities were maintained until
the end of paganism, differed profoundly from the Dionysos worship
of ancient Greece: a number of Oriental elements had been
introduced into it; in particular, the relations between Dionysos
and Osiris, which go back to a very remote period, had become
singularly close in Egypt. However, many reliefs on tombstones and
the celebrated paintings found in the catacombs of Praetextatus
prove that the cults of the Thraco-Phrygian gods remained faithful
to the old idea of a future life. The shade went down into the
bowels of the earth, never again to leave them. If judged worthy,
it took part in an eternal banquet, of which the initiate received
a foretaste on earth, in the feasts of the mysteries. Sacred
drunkenness, a divine exaltation, was the pledge of the joyous
intoxication which the god of wine would grant in Hades to the
faithful who had united themselves to him. [90]

In 205, towards the end of the second Punic war, the cult of
Cybele, the Great Mother of the Gods, and of Attis, her associate,
was transported from Pessinus in Phrygia and officially adopted by
the Roman people. The great feasts of this religion were celebrated
in March about the equinox and commemorated the death and
resurrection of Attis, the emblem of vegetation, which, after it
has withered, flowers again in the spring. The faithful associated
their own destiny with the lot of their god: like him they would be
reborn to a new life after they had died. Their doctrines on this
point were certainly transformed as time passed, for no Oriental
cult which spread in the West underwent more evolution, since none
was more fundamentally barbarous when it came from Asia.
Originally, Cybele was the goddess of the dead, because Mother
Earth receives them into her bosom. Every Phrygian tomb is a
sanctuary and its epitaph a dedication: often the graves are
consecrated to the goddess and bear her image or that of the lion,
her substitute. Often too the tombstone has the shape of a door,
the door of the subterranean world whither the dead descend. The
belief seems to have been held that the deceased were absorbed in
the Great Mother who had given them birth, and that they thus
participated in her divinity. She brought forth corn and grapes for
men and thus sustained them day by day, and the bread and wine,
taken in the meal which was the essential act of the initiation,
would ensure immortality to those who were of the mystery. “Thou
givest us the food of life with unfailing constancy,” says a
prayer, “and when our soul departs we will take refuge in thee.
Thus all that thou givest, always falls to thee again.”
[91]

Towards the end of the Republic the mysteries of Isis and
Serapis, which had come from Alexandria and had already spread
through the south of Italy, established themselves in Rome and
maintained themselves there in spite of opposition from the senate.
Under the Empire, the Egyptian religion displayed all the pomp of
its liturgy in magnificent temples and had a number of votaries in
every province. The cult of Osiris, of which that of Serapis was a
form, was originally a cult of the fields, like that of Attis, and
the great feast which its adherents celebrated in autumn recalls
the Phrygian spring feasts. The death of Osiris, whose body had
been torn to pieces by Seth, was mourned; and when Isis had found
the scattered fragments of the corpse, joined them together and
reanimated it, noisy rejoicing followed the lamentation. Like the
initiates of Cybele and Attis, those of Isis and Serapis were
associated with the passion and resurrection of their god. And, in
the same way, the oldest conception of immortality in these
mysteries was that the departed went down into the infernal
regions, where a man became another Serapis, a woman another Isis,
which is to say that they were assimilated to the gods who had
granted them salvation. [92] This is
why on numerous funeral reliefs the dead man, who has become a hero
and is shown lying on a couch, bears on his head the bushel
( modius ) which is the
attribute of Serapis. In consequence, however, of the
identification of this god with Dionysos, the joys beyond the grave
are also represented as a feast in the Elysian Fields at which the
great master of banquets presides. [93]

All these mysteries conceive immortality as a descent of the
dead into Hades. For them, the kingdom of the dead lies in the
bosom of the earth. Those who have been initiated will there enjoy
a felicity made up of purely material pleasures, or they will be
identified with the powers who reign over the nether world and will
have part in their divine life. It will be noticed how closely this
last conception approached to that of ancient Stoicism, according
to which the various parts of the human organism, dissociated by
death, were to regain their integrity in the divine elements of the
universe.

Quite another doctrine was propagated by the Syrian cults and
the Persian mysteries of Mithras, which spread in the West in the
first century of our era. These religions taught that the soul of
the just man does not go below the ground but rises to the sky,
there to enjoy divine bliss in the midst of the stars in the
eternal light. Only the wicked were condemned to roam the earth’s
surface, or were dragged by the demons into the dusky depths in
which the spirit of evil reigned. Opinions differed as to the
region of heaven in which the souls of the elect dwelt. The
“Chaldeans,” who looked upon the sun as the master and the
intelligence of the universe, made him the author of human reason,
which returned to him after it had left the body, while for the
priests of Mithras the spirit rose, by way of the planetary
spheres, to the summit of the heavens. We will have to examine
later the different forms of astral immortality. [94] But you
will already have noticed how nearly this immortality, as
formulated by the Iranian and Semitic sects, approximated to the
doctrine taught by Pythagorism and adopted by
Neo-Stoicism.

This meeting of the two doctrines was not an effect of
chance. The idea that souls are related to the celestial fires,
whence they descend at birth and whither they reascend at death,
had probably been borrowed by the ancient Pythagoreans from the
astral religions of the East. Recent research seems to have
established the fact of its Chaldeo-Persian origin. But the Greek
philosophers, according to their wont, defined and developed this
idea in an original way. In the Hellenistic period, when they
adopted astrology, they were subject for the second time to the
ascendancy of the scientific religion of the “Chaldeans”; and, in
their turn, they reacted on the Oriental cults when these spread in
the Graeco-Roman world. We have sure evidence that the mysteries of
Mithras were, in particular, strongly affected by the influence of
the Pythagorean sect, which was itself organised like a kind of
mystery. In a more general way, philosophy introduced into the
mysteries ethical ideas and, instead of the purely ritualistic or
rather magical means of salvation, some moral requirements became
necessary to earn immortality.

There is here a mass of actions and reactions of which the
details escape us; but we can form some idea of such a syncretism
from the remains of the theological writings attributed to Hermes
Trismegistus, from the writings, that is, which are supposed to
contain the revelations of the Egyptian god Thot. This professedly
Egyptian wisdom includes a number of ideas and definitions which
are characteristic of Posidonius and Neo-Pythagorism. The Greek and
the Egyptian elements are so closely associated in it that it is
very difficult to separate the one from the other. We find another
example of the same mixture in the “Chaldaic Oracles,” which were
probably composed about the year 200 of our era and which became
one of the sacred books of Neo-Platonism. Unlike the Hermetic
writings, this collection of verses does indeed seem to have
belonged to a sect practising an actual cult: its greater part is
taken up with mythology, and the fantastic mysticism of the East is
more prominent here than in the Hermetic lore, but the mind of the
compiler of these revelations was also penetrated by the ideas
which the Greek masters had widely circulated.

The tenet of astral immortality, which philosophy shared with
the cults emanating from Syria and Persia, imposed itself on the
ancient world. It is curious to notice how it was introduced into
the theology of the very mysteries to which it was at first
foreign: Attis ended by becoming a solar god, and thenceforward it
was in the heights of heaven that Cybele was united to the souls
she had prevented from wandering in darkness and had saved from
hell. The priests of the Alexandrian divinities were similarly to
explain that the dead had not their dwelling in the interior of our
globe, but that the “subterranean” (ὑπόγειος) kingdom of Serapis
was situated beneath the earth, that is, in the lower hemisphere of
heaven, bounded by the line of the horizon. [95]

According as the Oriental religions were more largely
propagated, faith in a new eschatology spread gradually among the
people; and although memories and survivals of the old belief in
the life of the dead in the grave and the shade’s descent into the
infernal depths may have lingered, the doctrine which predominated
henceforward was that of celestial immortality.

The distance separating the age of Augustus from that of the
Flavians on this point can be measured by reading Plutarch’s moral
works (about 120 A. D.). A constant preoccupation with religious
matters, and in particular a learned curiosity as to the cults of
the East, shows itself in this Greek of Chaeronea, living in a
country which, in its pride in its own past, had more than any
other resisted the invasion of exoticism. Further, the eclectic
philosopher likes to insert in his dissertations myths in which,
after the fashion of Plato, he expounds the lot of souls in the
Beyond and their struggle to rise heavenwards. An attempt has been
made to prove—wrongly, I think—that he is here inspired by
Posidonius. These apocalyptic visions, which claim to reveal truths
previously ignored, are not taken from that well-known writer; they
have a religious imprint which betrays sacerdotal influence, and
the philosophic ideas they contain are those which were part of the
common wisdom of the Pythagoreans and the mysteries.

There doubtless still were in the second century Stoics, like
the Emperor Marcus Aurelius, for whom the future life was a mere
hypothesis, or at most a hope (p. 14), as well as sceptics, like
Lucian of Samosata, whose irony mocked all beliefs. But gradually
their number diminished and the echo of their voices grew feebler.
Faith in survival deepened as present life came to seem a burden
harder and harder to bear. The pessimistic idea that birth is a
chastisement and that the true life is not that passed on earth,
imposed itself in proportion to the growth of public and private
ills and to the aggravation of the empire’s social and moral
decline. In the period of violence and devastation which occurred
in the third century, there was so much undeserved suffering, there
were so many unjust failures and unpunished crimes, that men took
refuge in the expectation of a better life in which all the
iniquity of this world would be retrieved. No earthly hope then
brightened life. The tyranny of a corrupt bureaucracy stifled every
attempt at political progress. Science seemed exhausted and no
longer discovered unknown truths; art was struck with sterility of
invention and reproduced heavily the creations of the past. An
increasing impoverishment and a general insecurity constantly
discouraged the spirit of enterprise. The idea spread that humanity
was smitten by incurable decay, that society was on the road to
dissolution and the end of the world was impending. All these
causes of discouragement and pessimism must be remembered in order
to understand the dominance of the old idea, then so often
repeated, that a bitter necessity constrains the spirit of man to
enclose itself in matter, and that death is a liberation which
delivers it from its carnal prison. In the heavy atmosphere of a
period of oppression and powerlessness, the despondent souls of men
aspired with ineffable ardour to the radiant spaces of
heaven.







The mental evolution of Roman society was complete when
Neo-Platonism took upon itself the office of directing minds. The
powerful mysticism of Plotinus (205–262 A. D.) opened up the path
which Greek philosophy was to follow until the world of antiquity
reached its end. We shall not undertake to notice in this place the
discrepancies of the latest teachers who theorised about the
destiny of souls. In the course of these lectures we shall have
occasion to quote some of the opinions of Porphyry, the chief
disciple of Plotinus, and of his successor Jamblichus, who was,
like himself, a Syrian. We will here do no more than indicate
broadly what distinguished the theories of this school from those
which had hitherto been dominant.

The system generally accepted, by the mysteries as by
philosophy, was a pantheism according to which divine energy was
immanent in the universe and had its home in the celestial spheres.
The souls, conceived as material, could in consequence rise to the
stars but did not leave the world. The Neo-Pythagoreans themselves
had not had a very firmly established doctrine on this point: while
some of them stated that reason was incorporeal, others, as we have
seen (p. 24), admitted with the Stoics that it was an igneous
substance. It is true that even in paganism the appearance can be
discerned of the belief in a Most High (Ὕψιστος) or an unknown god
Ἄγνωστος, whom some people supposed to dwell above the starry
heavens, beyond the limits of the world, and towards whom pious
spirits could rise. The revivers of Platonic idealism asserted the
transcendence of God and the spirituality of the soul more strongly
and clearly. A whole chapter of the
Enneades of Plotinus is taken up with
refuting those who held the soul to be material. [96] As a
principle of life and movement, it is stated to be immortal by its
very essence, so that if it kept its purity perfect, it would find
after its passage here below eternal felicity in the intelligible
world.

The Neo-Platonists preserved the idea, which had previously
been admitted, that this intellectual essence comes down to earth
through the planetary spheres and the atmosphere, and that as it
sinks in the luminous ether and the damp air, it becomes laden with
particles of the elements through which it passes. It surrounds
itself with a garment or, as it is sometimes called, with a vehicle
(ὄχημα) which thickens as it gradually draws near us.
[97]
This subtle body, the seat of the passions and of feeling, is
intermediary between the spiritual principle which has issued from
God and the flesh in which it is to enclose itself, and for certain
philosophers it survives death and accompanies the soul to the
Beyond, at least if the soul, not being free from earthly
admixture, cannot wholly leave the world of sense, and therefore
rises only to the planetary circle or to that of the fixed
stars.

When the soul has suffered even more from the taint to which
its contact with matter, the source of evil, exposes it, it is
doomed to reincarnate itself in a new body and again to undergo the
trial of this life. When it has become incurably corrupt and
burdened with evil, it goes down into the depths of
Hades.

Following Plato, Plotinus and his successors have adopted the
Pythagorean doctrine of metempsychosis. They have even developed
it, as we shall see, [98]
together with the whole pessimistic and ascetic conception of
life, the conception which looks at birth as a pain and a fall, a
temporary subjection to a body from which emancipation must be
sought. It is only after this liberation that the soul can reach
perfect wisdom; it must no longer be troubled by the senses if it
is to attain to the end of existence, to union with
God.

This union can be realised even during this life in moments
of ecstasy, in which the soul rises above thought and gives itself
up entirely to love for the ineffable Unity in which it is
absorbed. Like many other mystics, Plotinus disdains the ceremonies
of positive cults: they were superfluous to the sage who could of
himself enter into communion with the supreme Being. But even his
disciple Porphyry conceded a greater value to rites and
initiations. If they were powerless to lead the partakers of
mysteries to the highest degree of perfection, their effect yet was
to render men worthy to live among the visible gods who people
heaven. [99] But
only philosophical wisdom could rise to the intelligible world and
the Unknowable.

The principle of a mystical relation between man and the
divinity was to lead Neo-Platonism to more and more reverence for
religious traditions. For it was held that in the past the
revelation of truth had been granted by Heaven not only to divine
Plato and the sages of Greece, but to all the founders of barbarous
cults and authors of sacred writings. They all communicated
profound teaching, which they sometimes hid beneath the veil of
allegory. Inspired by the symbolism of the Pythagoreans, the last
representatives of Greek philosophy claimed to rediscover the whole
of Platonic metaphysics and the Platonic doctrine of immortality in
the myths and rites of paganism. The speeches of Julian the
Apostate on the Sun-King and the Mother of the Gods are
characteristic examples of this bold exegesis, destitute of all
critical and even all common sense, which was adopted by the last
champions of the old beliefs.







These aberrations of Neo-Platonic thought must not hide the
school’s historical importance from us, any more than the excesses
of the superstitious theurgy which invaded it. When it revived
Plato’s idealism, it produced a lasting change in the
eschatological ideas which prevailed in paganism, and it deeply
influenced even the Christian doctrines of immortality held since
the fourth century. This will be better seen, we hope, in the
course of these lectures. [100] It may
be said that the conception of the lot of souls which reigned at
the end of antiquity persisted on the whole through the Middle
Ages—the immaterial spirits of the just rising through the
planetary spheres to the Supreme Being enthroned above the zone of
the fixed stars; the posthumous purification of those whom life has
sullied in a purgatory intermediary between heaven and hell; the
descent of the wicked into the depths of the earth where they
suffered eternal chastisement. This threefold division of the
universe and of souls was largely accepted at the time of the
Empire’s decline by pagans and by Christians, and after long
centuries it was again to find magnificent expression in Dante’s
“Divine Comedy.” Before it could be destroyed astronomy had to
destroy the whole cosmography of Posidonius and Ptolemy on which it
was based. When the earth ceased to be the centre of the universe,
the one fixed point in the midst of the moving circles of the
skies, and became a tiny planet turning round another heavenly
body, which itself moved in the immensity of space, among an
infinity of similar stars, the naïve conception formed by the
ancients of the journey of souls in a well-enclosed world could no
longer be maintained. The progress of science discredited the
convenient solution bequeathed to scholasticism by antiquity, and
left us in the presence of a mystery of which the pagan mysteries
never had even a suspicion.
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