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1

Th e Roman aristocrats Melania the Elder (ca. 341–ca. 410) and her granddaughter 
Melania the Younger (ca. 385–ca. 439) are startling, glittering, and disturbing fi gures 
in the early history of Christianity. From the accounts that have come down to us, 
they were famous, or notorious, in their own lifetimes for dramatic acts of self-
defi nition and self-denial, acts that sometimes placed them at odds with the 
expectations of their aristocratic peers but that sometimes fulfi lled those expecta-
tions so completely that these two women became, in essence, peerless. Th is book 
explores the alternation between these oppositions and fulfi llments, and between 
acts and expectations, that historians of early Christianity now see in the careers 
of the two famous Melanias. Th ey were two of the wealthiest people in human 
history; they counted monks,  miracle workers, bishops, and empresses as their 
companions; their infl uence and their property spread across the Mediterranean 
from Spain to Africa to Turkey. Th e events that made up the lives of Melania the 
Elder and Melania the Younger could be used to write many diff erent kinds of 
stories about the later Roman Empire; in this book we use their lives to survey the 
dense and surprising landscape that was the early Christian world. Our project is 
to consider the relationship between the lives and times of two early Christians 
and the larger social and cultural forces that were at work in the fourth and fi ft h 
centuries, which together created the complex sets of artifacts, ideas, and behav-
iors that we call early Christianity.

The “early Christianity” that we consider in this book takes shape during a 
period that has come to be defined by scholars since the 1970s as “late antiquity”: 
a set of historical moments between the third and the seventh centuries that was 
marked by profound novelties in tension with a tenacious traditionalism. New 
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institutions, such as the Christian monastery, erupted onto the scene, where oth-
ers, such as the Roman Senate, calcified. Still others, including church offices and 
clerical hierarchies, repeatedly changed: first as Christianity was brought into the 
public religious landscape by the emperor Constantine (d. 337) and over and over 
again in the wake of regional power shifts, theological schisms, and the politico-
military disruptions sometimes described as the fall of the Roman Empire in the 
West. Throughout this period, the Christian elite became firmly ensconced in all 
levels of government, leaving their monumental traces alongside the more modest 
remains of everyday Christians caught up in the tides of empire. Pilgrims criss-
crossed the Mediterranean in new forms of sacred travel, seeking holy people and 
holy places whose stories fired their imaginations, while others crossed land and 
sea either to become holy people themselves, in Syria, Palestine, and Egypt, or to 
fight as soldiers in the Roman army. An abundance of sermons, letters, liturgical 
books, artifacts, and architectural remains testifies to the hardships and pleasures 
of this daily life, expressions of lay piety that bubbled to the surface, visible to any 
historian, archaeologist, or theologian surveying the field. Prayer practices, devo-
tion to the saints, sartorial advice, child-rearing principles, charitable giving, and 
more all appear in our sources.

Along with these everyday concerns, ardent debates over the very definition of 
Christianity characterized late antiquity and shaped the Melanias’ world. The first 
Ecumenical Council of Nicaea, in 325 c.e., crafted a creed declaring that the Son of 
God and God the Father were “of one substance,” but late ancient Christians them-
selves were never of one mind. The Council of Constantinople in 381, which affirmed 
and expanded upon the creed established at Nicaea, exposed the fissures of belief 
between clerics and laity alike. Further disagreements over the relationship between 
Jesus Christ’s divinity and humanity quickly spread beyond individual antagonists 
(such as Cyril, the powerful bishop of Alexandria, and Nestorius, bishop of the 
imperial capital in Constantinople) and turned into a cluster of disputes known as 
the Nestorian controversy. The disputed resolutions of these debates in the councils 
of Ephesus, in 431, and of Chalcedon, in 451, as well as the resulting ecclesiastical 
divisions, reverberate to this day. Debates about the nature of humanity itself also 
run through this period. We see Augustine of Hippo refining his argument about 
original sin and the flawed nature of the human will during what is known as the 
Pelagian controversy. As fourth- and fifth-century interpreters of the Alexandrian 
theologian Origen popularized a doctrine that human souls once existed as intel-
lects with God and would eventually return to heaven in a bodiless resurrection, 
the ensuing Origenist controversy engulfed monk and cleric alike from the deserts 
of Egypt to the capital cities of Rome and Constantinople. In the midst of all this, 
such figures as the influential biblical scholar and ascetic Jerome of Stridon (d. 419) 
worked, networked, and crafted genres of Christian writing that would eventually 
inspire the humanism of the Renaissance.
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Melania the Younger and Melania the Elder moved within this web of insti-
tutions, conflicts, and controversies; they were friends, patrons, and sometimes 
enemies of nearly all the major figures involved in these transformative times. This 
book positions these women as central figures in the history, religion, and politics 
of early Christianity and explores how their legacies were crafted and deployed in 
their historical and literary afterlives. These chapters also consider the systemic 
constraints on even the most powerful early Christian women in the management 
of their accomplishments, reputations, and influences. But even more, this book 
reverses the lens of typical historical investigation. Beyond examining the Mela-
nias in their contexts of gender, religion, and history, the book as a collective vol-
ume asks what early Christianity looks like through Melanian lenses. The stakes in 
this work are high, especially for women. As the chapters demonstrate, from the 
moments of the Melanias’ deaths up to modern times in America and Egypt, male 
writers have sought to use the Melanias to shape subsequent people’s piety and 
power, particularly women’s.

We begin here by setting out some of the issues at stake in writing history as an 
interaction between individual people and larger social and cultural systems; we 
then turn to how the different chapters of the book illuminate these issues.

GREAT AND SMALL:  THE B OUNDARIES OF HISTORY

For many of us whose understanding of early Christian history comes primarily 
from texts, the outsized presence of writers like Augustine or Jerome, who hold 
our attention with their individual voices, can sometimes blind us to how late 
ancient people functioned not strictly as individuals but as smaller actors within 
larger sets of relationships. Families, genealogies, cities, religious communities, 
and friendship networks are only a few of the larger structures within which late 
ancient people came into being.1 Th ese individual human fi gures were temporary, 
small-scale pinpoints within larger systems as much as they were what we would 
call, simply, people. Melania the Elder and Melania the Younger occupied specifi c 
social, economic, and familial locations, certainly; but by describing late ancient 
people as being themselves mobile and changeable locations—active locations 
within a much larger environment, as it were—we can more clearly see the large-
scale forces and external entities that allowed them to emerge as the fi gures that we 
recognize them to be. We can choose to focus on them as powerful and idiosyn-
cratic individuals, or we can choose to focus on the way that their individual lives 
are the products and expressions of much larger historical trends and institutions. 
What would the Melanias have been without the emergence of Christianity? What 
would they have been without the traditions of the Roman Empire? Within the 
long history of these larger institutions, the Melanias are small, if colorful, people, 
stubbornly situated, as all people are, in a limited time and in a particular set of 
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places. In this book, we wish to try to understand how these two extraordinary 
women were both prominent individual characters in their own worlds and at the 
same time small representatives of larger historical forces. In order to lay the 
groundwork for refocusing our historical gaze on the small and the large together, 
let us tell an outline of the story of the Melanias in a traditional historical sense 
before considering how they appear, or disappear, in their larger environments.

The main sources for the life of Melania the Elder are Palladius’s Lausiac His-
tory and the bishop and poet Paulinus of Nola’s Letter 29, along with briefer refer-
ences from the ascetic writer Jerome.2 From these a rough outline can be pieced 
together:3 Melania the Elder was born around the year 340 or 341 in Spain, into the 
illustrious gens Antonia (making her a very distant relation of Mark Antony); as a 
sign of her family’s political status, her paternal grandfather, Antonius Marcelli-
nus, was consul in 341. Melania married young, probably in her early or mid-teens, 
as was typical for aristocratic Roman girls, and she married well: it is possible but 
not certain that her husband was Valerius Maximus, who was urban prefect in 
Rome in 361–62. Melania was, however, widowed at the age of twenty-one, after 
having borne three children, two of whom died in childhood. Around 362 Melania 
relocated to Rome herself, perhaps to secure the public career of her remaining 
son, Valerius Publicola.4 In 373 or 374, however, she left Rome to become more 
engaged with the growing Christian ascetic movement in Egypt and Palestine, and 
over the next several years, along with the writer and monastic pioneer Rufinus 
of Aquileia (ca. 345–411), she founded and helped to guide men’s and women’s 
ascetic communities on the Mount of Olives, outside Jerusalem. Among the many 
ascetics whom she supported in this period was the brilliant Evagrius of Pontus 
(ca. 345–99), who had abandoned a prominent civic career in Constantinople and 
became the major theoretician of an asceticism steeped in the third-century theol-
ogy of Origen of Alexandria. Melania’s public support for this theology earned her 
the outspoken ire of Jerome and his anti-Origenist network during the Origenist 
controversy of the 390s and early 400s. In 400, Melania returned to Rome and, 
according to Palladius, persuaded her granddaughter Melania the Younger and 
Melania the Younger’s husband, Valerius Pinianus, to take up the ascetic life in 
their turn; she likely also persuaded them to oppose the anti-Origenists in Rome.5 
Palladius writes that after this, Melania the Elder returned to Jerusalem and “fell 
asleep at a fine old age”;6 the date of her death is unknown.

The life of Melania the Younger, in turn, is richly narrated in the mid-fifth-cen-
tury hagiography usually attributed to her follower Gerontius, and Palladius also 
includes Melania the Younger in his Lausiac History after his longer account of her 
grandmother’s career.7 Melania the Younger was born around 385, the daughter of 
Melania the Elder’s son Valerius Publicola and his wife, Albina, who was in turn 
the daughter of Ceionius Rufius Albinus, urban prefect in 389–91. According to 
Gerontius, at a young age Melania resisted the wishes of her parents to marry, but 
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eventually she acquiesced and married Valerius Pinianus (Pinian), who was the 
son of Valerius Severus, the urban prefect for 382. Melania bore two children who 
died in infancy, and, Gerontius tells us, the children’s deaths served as the turning 
point at which Melania and Pinian both agreed to take up a life of renunciation.8 
In 408 or 409, Melania and Pinian liquidated much of their property in Italy and 
traveled to North Africa, where they stayed for seven years; in so doing they left an 
Italy that was under threat from the Visigoth Alaric’s troops, and Gerontius sug-
gests that providence inspired their departure from Rome before the Visigothic 
sack of the city in 410.9 While in North Africa, they gave financial support to other 
refugees from Italy as well as to monastic communities and churches, partly under 
the guidance of Augustine of Hippo and his fellow North African bishops.10 After 
seven years in Africa, they moved on to Palestine and Jerusalem and began to sup-
port ascetic communities there. Pinian died in 431 or 432, but Melania the Younger 
continued a program of support and foundation of ascetic institutions around 
Jerusalem. In 437, she traveled to the imperial city of Constantinople, ostensibly 
to convert her maternal uncle, Volusianus, from paganism to Christianity, and she 
returned to Jerusalem after Volusianus’s death. Melania herself died at the end of 
December, probably in the year 439.

These biographical sketches show the reader two identifiable human beings 
whose lives were delineated in large part through their own autonomous actions 
and decisions. There is an attractive simplicity to such stripped-down narratives, 
stories that, following modern historical conventions, reject what strike modern 
readers as the more baroque, fantastical, supernatural elements of late ancient hagi-
ography: the miracles performed, the acts of spiritual heroism, the visions seen, the 
providential coincidences. These two Melanias are, instead, much like us: they are 
individual actors in a field of human existence in which we as contemporary peo-
ple also often consider ourselves to be acting. On the human scale, they are born, 
marry, bear and lose children, travel, give gifts, and so on. The depiction of these 
figures as recognizably human allows us to identify, and identify with, Melania the 
Elder and Melania the Younger as beings whom we think of as real, historical peo-
ple. Yet historiographical trends of the last few decades have alerted students of 
ancient Christianity to how such identifications are the products of narrative art, 
the art both of ancient narrators, such as Palladius and Gerontius, and of modern 
historians.11 The people with whom we identify are characters in stories that we tell 
ourselves or in stories that we want to hear told. In many respects, contemporary 
awareness of the aesthetic and rhetorical effects of history has been fruitful: his-
torians can analyze techniques of late ancient representation to shed light on the 
larger fields of ideas and language that created narratives of power and possibility 
for people in the late ancient world. At the same time, our awareness of history 
as storytelling has limited historians’ optimism about the ability of ancient texts 
to reveal the lives of its subjects directly. The Melanias exist for us in a mediated 
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and elliptical way, simultaneously brought into vivid individual focus by their nar-
rators ancient and modern and yet irretrievably distanced, woven back into larger 
fields of discourse that themselves come into focus only through the texture of that 
same narration.

And yet the dual planes created by these stories—stories of people and stories 
of their larger worlds—can come together for us. In this book we attend to how 
using multiple focal points, subjects that exist on both small and large scales, rang-
ing from the individual to the city to social class, allows us to explore the history 
of the early Christian world. In particular, we consider how Melania the Elder and 
Melania the Younger were simultaneously individual people and small points of 
intersection amid a variety of much larger historical entities. These larger histori-
cal entities were sometimes as concrete as the city of Rome and the assembly of 
the Roman Senate or as abstract as fourth- or fifth-century medical theories of 
gender. They were systems of thought and habit, relying on material resources and 
individual bodies for their expression, like the clothes that aristocratic women were 
expected to wear or the emotions that they were supposed to hide or display. The 
Melanias were people located within such historical entities, but they also acted as 
human locations for those entities, embodying these systems in recognizable ways 
and expressing their tangible existence. These historical entities, in turn, were larger 
than any individual person, but they were nonetheless really existing things, within 
which, or connected to which, individual persons existed. They were composed of 
systems of interactions between persons and their material surroundings, and they 
exerted different kinds of forces than individual persons acting alone.12 Contem-
porary theorists of the material networks in which human beings act, writers such 
as Bruno Latour or Levi Bryant, have emphasized the importance of seeing these 
networks as true historical agents, with physical properties and effects, assemblages 
made up of people themselves and the material environments that allow them to be 
the people that they consider themselves to be.13 These are the networks in which 
we place the two Melanias.

How did a large historical entity or assemblage take shape and exert force in the 
early Christian world? Consider the late Roman senatorial class. In one sense, this 
was a larger-than-human being because it was composed of multiple people acting 
together in particularly recognizable ways. Their actions relied on relationships 
between human beings for success: aristocrats purchased or bequeathed property, 
held civic office, dressed, spoke, and moved in a manner that distinguished them 
from members of other classes, and so on.14 But the senatorial aristocracy was also 
a larger-than-human being in the sense that in order for its members to act in 
these recognizable ways, it required the participation of nonhuman collaborators 
and members: clothing and the pastoral and animal elements that produced it; 
agricultural land and its production of food; monumental building as well as vari-
eties of domestic architecture. Without the material resources that were brought 
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into the actions that these people undertook, and that structured what kinds of 
actions were possible, there could not be an aristocracy. The senatorial aristocracy 
was thus a historical entity made up of multiple human beings along with entire 
sets of nonhuman things, all of which collaborated on its successful existence in 
specific times and places. Such large-scale entities have often been discussed as 
social structures of various kinds, but it is also helpful to recognize them explicitly 
as historical actors who are in constant interaction both with other large-scale 
entities and with the smaller-scale beings who live inside them.

In this volume, we have used the following entities to explore the locations of 
Melania the Elder and Melania the Younger: the senatorial aristocracy; the house-
hold; late Roman systems of gendering; heresy and orthodoxy; and place, particu-
larly the places of Rome and Jerusalem. Speaking of these phenomena as historical 
entities in their own right, rather than simply as hermeneutical categories or dis-
cursive fields, helps to describe the complexity of interactions between the Mela-
nias as human individuals and the larger-than-human things that enclosed them 
and were shaped by them. One famous episode in the life of Melania the Elder, in 
which she is imprisoned by a corrupt official, may help to illustrate these interac-
tions. Palladius tells the story as follows:15

Aft er this, the prefect of Alexandria sent [the monks] Isidore, Pisimius, Adelphius, 
Paphnutius, and Pambo, and Ammonius Parotes as well, and twelve bishops and 
presbyters, into exile in the area around Diocaesarea in Palestine; and she followed 
them, serving them out of her own possessions. But since they were forbidden to 
have servants, . . . she put on a slave’s cloak and brought them what they needed in 
the evenings. Once the consul of Palestine discovered this, he wished to fi ll his pock-
ets and to frighten her; and he arrested her and threw her into prison, not realizing 
that she was a free woman. But she said to him: “I am this man’s daughter and that 
man’s wife; but I am Christ’s slave. And do not hold the poverty of my clothing in 
contempt, for if I want to I can raise myself up; so you can neither frighten me in this 
way nor can you take what I own. I have told you this so that you will not unwittingly 
commit any illegal acts: with unperceptive people it is necessary to act proudly, like 
a hawk.” Th e judge, once he understood the situation, both apologized and honored 
her, and ordered that she should be able to meet with the holy men freely.

The episode is told with remarkable compression of detail, but although Mela-
nia’s individual power and agency is emphasized, she is also portrayed as existing 
within multiple larger entities that have their own potencies and agendas. Mela-
nia’s paternal and spousal networks, as assemblages that act to elevate and iden-
tify her as part of themselves, push Melania toward what would be the expected 
activity for her, namely dressing aristocratically and using slaves for labor. That 
is, Melania with these other human and nonhuman parts is a different agent, and 
part of a different system of activity, than she is without them. Although Mela-
nia works against these systems in some respects in this story, by dressing as a 
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slave herself and performing labor, she also works within them to manipulate the 
actions of the Palestinian official and to secure free access to the monks. Her iden-
tity is clearly different (she is “Christ’s slave”) when acting against the potencies 
of these particular larger entities than it is when acting within them (when she is 
“this man’s daughter and that man’s wife”). In turn, the Palestinian official in this 
story is part of the Roman bureaucratic system, which is made up in this narra-
tive of himself, money, slaves, and prison space. This bureaucratic entity can act to 
imprison, to extract money, and to restrict or open avenues of movement to those 
humans within it. In this story, late Roman systems of aristocracy, bureaucracy, 
piety, wealth, and gender are all exerting different kinds of force on the individuals 
living within them, who sometimes act against those larger beings and sometimes 
act along with them. It is, moreover, through the encounter of these larger beings 
with each other, and with the humans inside them, that Melania’s much smaller-
scale identity as a person is delineated.

The presence of these larger-than-human historical entities, exercising their 
own powers and undergoing their own encounters, complicates the narratives of 
the Melanias as individual persons with which this introduction began. Although 
historians eschew the supernatural larger-than-human beings on whom their hagi-
ographers rely, we nonetheless return to “big things” as agents who create, shape, 
challenge, and are challenged by the human individual. In a sense, we have returned 
to the fantastical, in a way that allows the fantastical to become real according to 
modern historical norms.16

EARLY CHRISTIAN EVOLUTION

Th is book draws a variety of boundaries around a variety of subjects in order to tell 
stories about diff erent large historical beings and about two specifi c persons inside 
them, Melania the Elder and Melania the Younger. In the second part of this intro-
duction, we turn briefl y to how the boundaries that we have chosen to draw are the 
result of a specifi c historical evolution over the last forty years.

This book is in part a tribute to the scholarship of Elizabeth A. Clark, who 
taught and mentored all the contributors either formally or informally. Her work 
has directed the study of ancient Christianity away from traditional theological 
readings of the Church Fathers and toward approaches that treat ancient Christi-
anity as a complex social, cultural, and ideological phenomenon. The chapters of 
this book demonstrate how a single scholar’s work on two individuals can evolve 
over time into a much larger-scale system of analyses and narratives. This is clear 
even in Clark’s own career: in the late 1970s and early 1980s, Clark published a 
series of works on women in late ancient Christianity, among whom Melania 
the Elder and Melania the Younger were prominent.17 In 1984, she published the 
first full, scholarly English translation and commentary on the Life of Melania the 
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Younger.18 These works formed part of a project of historical recovery that was 
necessary for writing women’s history as it was conceived in the 1970s and 1980s. 
They made it possible to create the kinds of narratives of individual human action, 
women’s action, with which we began. Such creations were historically momen-
tous in the context of the late twentieth century, and yet narratively straightfor-
ward. As Clark moved away from the delineation of individual women’s lives in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s, however, she began to embed Melania the Elder 
and Melania the Younger in complex social networks, particularly in her book The 
Origenist Controversy: The Cultural Construction of an Early Christian Debate.19 In 
that book, individual characters, including the Melanias, come into and go out of 
focus as their positions in their social networks shift over time, or shift through 
different perspectives. Next, the so-called linguistic turn in history introduced his-
torians to the analysis of the construction of subjects and categories of subjectivity 
through language, a style of analysis that Clark both demonstrated and defended 
in Reading Renunciation: Asceticism and Scripture in Early Christianity,20 and again 
in History, Theory, Text: Historians and the Linguistic Turn.21 In these books, the 
boundaries of the subjects of historical narrative became far broader: the subjects 
became whole discourses, which enveloped and summoned individual persons, 
again including the Melanias, into recognizable being. Clark’s most recent work, 
on the reception of early Christian texts in nineteenth-century America,22 can be 
understood as an experiment in extending the temporal scale of narratives about 
discourse. Over the span of one career, then, we can see an evolution in narrative 
scale that has changed the way that writing the history of early Christianity is pos-
sible. The original elements, the outlines and traces of early Christian women as 
individuals, are not gone but have been extended; the scale of the narrative that 
contains them has broadened. As Clark writes in the conclusion of her ground-
breaking essay “The Lady Vanishes: Dilemmas of a Feminist Historian after the 
Linguistic Turn”: “Has, then, ‘the lady vanished’? If this question means, Can we 
recover her pure and simple from texts? my answer is no. But that is not the last 
word: she leaves her traces, through whose exploration, as they are imbedded in a 
larger social-linguistic framework, she lives on.”23

The contributors to this book take the decision to extend and complicate the 
narrative scales around Melania the Elder and Melania the Younger as their start-
ing point. They move outward from the Melanias physically, linguistically, and 
temporally, experimenting with new dimensions around these complicated fig-
ures, dimensions that Elizabeth Clark’s work has done much to illuminate. The 
plan of this book is as follows:

In Part I, “Aristocracy,” Caroline T. Schroeder, Catherine M. Chin, and Chris-
tine Luckritz Marquis explore the relationship between Melania the Elder, Melania 
the Younger, and the social and physical environment of the late Roman senatorial 
aristocracy. By focusing on the people, families, and buildings that surrounded the 
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Melanias, this section paints a picture of an aristocratic class in flux. The social and 
economic status of their aristocratic family makes demands on these women in 
terms of everyday behavior and physical practice but also enables them to redirect 
the resources of aristocracy toward new forms of social hierarchy. We see the late 
Roman aristocracy working here as an open but durable system that interacts with 
its constituent parts and can also be changed by them.

In Part II, “Body and Family,” Maria Doerfler and Kristi Upson-Saia consider how 
a strongly delineated individual body—a body recognized as mother and as vulner-
able flesh—nonetheless exists within larger systems such as the family, household, 
medicine, and the civic and ecclesiastical habits that make up Christian doctrine. 
The complex embeddedness of the Melanias within larger systems is made clear 
through these scholars’ focus on the processes that make these women identifiable as 
human and female figures: the intimate yet very public complications of childbirth 
and motherhood, and the susceptibility of the body to injury. These deeply individu-
alized events are structured by and give structure to the large-scale entities in which 
they occur.

Part III, “Gender and Memory,” starts with a wider field of vision, as L. Steph-
anie Cobb and Rebecca Krawiec examine how readers and audiences in late antiq-
uity remembered both early Christian martyrs and ascetics like the Melanias as 
gendered persons. Cobb describes how the early third-century martyr stories of 
Perpetua and Felicitas extended into the later age of the Melanias, and she observes 
how this extension both prospectively created an identity for fourth- and fifth-
century female ascetics and at the same time retrospectively created the stereotype 
of the earlier Christian female martyr. Krawiec, in turn, focuses on the “gender-
queering” of Melania the Elder in the memory of her monastic descendants. Here 
the temporal extension of Melania as a figure of inspiration from the past to the 
future becomes an opportunity to blur Melania’s physical identity as a gendered 
person. And yet, the genderqueering of Melania also made possible a much more 
robust memory of her in a society in which the memory of male figures was always 
uppermost.

Similarly, in Part IV, “Wisdom and Heresy,” Susanna Drake, Christine Shepard-
son, and Robin Darling Young explore how difficult it is to apply the typical wide-
ranging heretical labels—labels like Pelagian, Nestorian, Origenist—to a single 
human being, since the boundaries of larger social and intellectual entities do 
not align temporally or socially with the boundaries of the person. Melania the 
Elder, portrayed positively by Evagrius as belonging to a long tradition of Chris-
tian gnostics, will within a few years become an “Origenist” after a new boundary, 
delineating a different but overlapping intellectual system, has been drawn around 
the materials and practices that derive from Origen’s work. Likewise, Gerontius’s 
attempts to retrospectively construct a “Miaphysite” Melania the Younger, after that 
category comes to life, illustrates the mismatch between heretical and orthodox 
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intellectual systems and the individual persons who become attached to them. 
The large scale of the heretical content, and the small scale of the heretical person, 
means that the boundaries cannot converge.

The physical boundedness of the Melanias is not limited to their bodily shape 
and size: in Part V, “In the Holy Places,” Andrew Jacobs and Steven Shoemaker 
look at how the geographical locations of the Melanias reconfigured their identi-
ties as well as those of the people around them. Jacobs concentrates on the travel 
of both Melania the Elder and Melania the Younger from Rome to Jerusalem, sug-
gesting that migration serves first to secure the identities of the travelers, pilgrims, 
and expatriates who moved from the West to the East but that it also constitutes 
the larger entity that we can describe as a Christian Roman Empire. Shoemaker, 
in contrast, focuses on the liturgical outlines of Jerusalem, as the Melanias would 
likely have encountered it. He finds in the set of physical and musical habits there 
the outline of a different female person, one more powerful than the expected 
human, namely the Virgin Mary. Here, a dual focus on the place of the human and 
the larger-than-human reveals how early Christians could see a person as “one of 
us” and as nearly divine at the same time.

The final section of the volume, “Modernities,” Part VI, offers a more explicit 
analysis of the Melanias as they come into modern view, focusing on their tempo-
ral extension beyond late antiquity and into our own age. Michael Penn narrates 
the early twentieth-century excitement over the manuscript discovery by Cardinal 
Rampolla that gave us the Life of Melania the Younger in the form in which we 
have it today. Penn details the creation of a mass-media Melania, centuries old, 
but used to shape the religious and social expectations of the Gilded Age. Stephen 
J. Davis analyzes the characterization of the Melanias as female exemplars in mod-
ern Coptic Orthodox Christianity, in which these extended figures are used to 
draw distinct and male-sanctioned boundaries for contemporary Coptic women’s 
behavior. Finally, Elizabeth A. Castelli’s essay suggests how scholars may fruit-
fully move away from the habit of outlining Melania the Younger as a woman and 
toward outlining her as a saint. The productivity of such a new starting point for 
drawing the boundaries of this subject has yet to be fully realized.

These essays represent a moment in the life of early Christian studies as it 
has evolved from the late 1970s to the mid-2010s. We believe that it is useful to 
reflect on that evolution, keeping in view the original materials and narratives 
that, through their growth, complication, and extension, have become the current 
state of this historical field. The usefulness of reflecting on such changes in scale 
is twofold: first, it requires the historical writer to consider carefully what entities 
can become subjects of history, and how they can become such: How, and for how 
long, can we recognize the boundaries of complex entities once we have moved 
beyond the visible limits of the human body? Moving from “Melania” as the sub-
ject of history to, say, “heresy” as the subject of history, and keeping Melania in 
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view as a subject within the subject, means that the writer cannot take either “Mel-
ania” or “heresy” as an obvious or settled entity. Explicitly shifting between scales 
thus requires practicing the craft of recognition, outlining subjects provisionally 
in a given historical narrative. Second, and perhaps more important, reflecting on 
the scales at which entities act and exist captures an aspect of history that is some-
times lost when narrative is relentlessly humanized. Individual human beings are 
not the only forces in human history. The larger-than-human beings that invade or 
envelop us are actors with which humans are in constant negotiation, and whose 
histories must be told in terms beyond individual human births and deaths. The 
story of this negotiation is a vital part of what we think of as the past. The interac-
tions and feedback processes involved are what allow complex entities, both physi-
cal and social, to emerge and structure human experience. In this book we attempt 
to describe the processes of negotiation between Melania the Elder, Melania the 
Younger, and the larger beings whose world they inhabited. We ask our readers 
to see this as another starting point, an invitation to consider the history of early 
Christianity from the view of both the great and the small, the old and the new.
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the age of the melanias saw the rise of a new Christian elite: although men 
and women of means had been part of the earliest Christian communities and 
refl ections on wealth are common in Christian literature of the fi rst through third 
centuries, it is only in late antiquity that we see Christianity publicly and enthusi-
astically expounded as appropriate to the senatorial class of the Roman Empire. 
Melania the Elder and Melania the Younger were among the most spectacular 
members of this Christian aristocracy, with access not only to vast material wealth 
but also to social and imperial power. At the same time, both Melanias played 
major roles in the rise of Christian renunciation through their patronage of ascetic 
practitioners and their foundation of monastic centers, as well as their own pub-
lic acts of self-sacrifi ce. In this section, we consider how Melania the Elder and 
Melania the Younger negotiated their elite status and the dynamics of inheritance 
in a way that allowed them both to renounce and to retain their social standing, 
and to extend their infl uence to new Christian audiences. Th e three essays here, by 
Catherine Chin, Christine Luckritz Marquis, and Caroline Schroeder, point to 
dramatic moments of redefi ning elite status in late ancient Christianity, moments 
in which social hierarchies and family ties are retained but are also used to create 
new possibilities for social encounter.

In Chin’s essay, Melania the Younger is closely tied to the burdens of inherited 
property. Th e Life of Melania depicts an elite fi gure summoned into a social posi-
tion through the claims made on her by the material things that she inherits. Th e 
elite heir is expected, above all, to produce children and create a line of human 
caretakers for the inherited property. Although the Life describes Melania’s rejec-
tion of these claims, it also makes clear that Melania’s establishment of monasteries 



18    Aristocracy

and other church foundations participated in the same traditional elite dynamic: 
new church buildings also created imagined genealogies, in this case Christian 
ascetic genealogies, which in turn made claims on the human beings who owned 
or inhabited these buildings. Th e same patterns appeared in the Constantinian 
buildings in Rome, which connected imperial status with the purported golden 
age of an apostolic past in the city.

Shift ing focus back to Melania the Elder, Christine Luckritz Marquis draws 
attention to the salience of lineage in early Christian literature and explores the 
constraints that Melania the Elder’s legacy placed on her namesake, Melania the 
Younger. Th e elder Melania’s renunciation looms large, if ambivalently, in literary 
depictions of her namesake granddaughter’s own life and practice. Eff aced entirely 
from Life of Melania the Younger, yet held up as the younger Melania’s chief inspi-
ration in Palladius’s Lausiac History, the treatment of the two women’s relationship 
points to the complexities of familial legacies, whether spiritual or material.

For Schroeder, Melania the Younger’s excellence is derived from the aff ective 
claims made about her in the Life. As a woman, she might have been expected to 
exhibit the traditional feminine emotional weaknesses portrayed in other ancient 
literature; as an aristocrat, however, Melania is portrayed as transcending this gen-
dered weakness and becoming an emotionally wise Stoic sage. Th e tension between 
late Roman gender and wealth distribution reorients Melania in opposition to some 
gendered stereotypes while at the same time valorizing a conservative view of aris-
tocratic behavioral and emotional ideals. Th is reorientation, however, also produces 
a new aff ective network, connecting Melania as an emotional exemplar to the 
groups of Christians whom Schroeder analyzes as her “fan base.” In this network, 
the ascetic hero is, to a large extent, separated from her original surroundings and 
drawn into a much more intimate aff ective relationship with the audiences of her 
Life, who use her story to negotiate their own emotional and social networks.

Th e late Roman aristocrat undergoes signifi cant changes in the lives and aft er-
lives of the Melanias, although none of these changes is as simple as a rejection of 
elite status altogether nor as cosmetic as the creation of a nominally Christian 
Roman elite that exactly parallels the earlier Roman world. Instead, we see the 
dynamics of status shift ing in order to create new kinds of relationships between 
the elite fi gure and her social environment. Th e Roman aristocracy can become 
apostolic—and apostles can become Roman aristocrats—while at the same time 
the audiences for ascetic renunciation, whether in the same family or in a broader 
emotional network, can use renunciation to navigate the constraints placed on 
them by elite expectation. Th e rise of the Christian aristocrat thus opens Roman 
aristocratic ideals, and Christianity itself, to radically new narrative possibilities.
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Roman tradition holds that two of the earliest representatives of Christianity in the 
city were the apostles Peter and Paul, executed in Rome during the reign of Nero. 
Inscriptional evidence for the memorialization of Peter and Paul on the Appian 
Way dates back to the third century; markers of a possible burial place of Peter at 
the Vatican date to the second. It is tempting to see the establishment of an apos-
tolic genealogy for Roman Christianity as the natural outgrowth of this early tradi-
tion, and perhaps for that reason scholarly debate over the apostolic history of the 
city has largely focused on whether traditional sites of veneration reveal the actual 
presence of apostolic remains. Th e idea of Rome as a city with an apostolic past, 
however, is not solely dependent on the history of fi rst-century martyrdoms or 
evangelization. Instead, the idea of Rome’s apostolic history was constructed in 
part literally, through the labor of elite building projects in late antiquity. Th e most 
spectacular example is the creation of St. Peter’s basilica in the early fourth cen-
tury, but this is not an isolated case. In this chapter, I consider how such building 
projects contributed to the apostolic past of the city of Rome. Th e best place to 
begin, however, is not with the apostolic monuments themselves but with the 
broader dynamics of building, property, and memorialization among elite Roman 
families. Th ese dynamics are clearly depicted in the life of one monument builder 
who left  Rome precisely because of the work that elite buildings could do; this 
is the woman whom her biographer Gerontius introduces simply as “Melania 
the Roman.”

The Life of Melania the Younger can tell us a great deal about ideologies of 
building in late ancient Rome and their complex management of human pasts and 
futures. In fact, the Life of Melania documents an intellectual problem that is clearly 

 1

Apostles and Aristocrats
Catherine M. Chin



20    Aristocracy

observable in late ancient Rome, although not exclusive to it—namely the persist-
ence of large-scale buildings that interact with and make demands on a series of 
human caretakers over their long life spans. As the art historian Annabel Wharton 
notes: “Once it is recognized that a building has a life, architectural historians may 
be less likely to focus their scholarly attention exclusively on a structure’s origins 
and more likely to treat its full biography.”1 Treating the full biography of buildings 
also entails understanding how these material structures were understood to par-
ticipate in larger historical narratives, not merely as locations but as actors in their 
own right. Using this approach, we can try to read at least some late ancient texts 
as narratives about the demands and agencies of late ancient buildings, and about 
how those buildings interacted with the desires and agencies of the more fragile 
human actors to whom they were joined. In this view, the creation of late ancient 
Christianity becomes a negotiation between human and nonhuman beings that 
lived on different timescales. From this negotiation were born a variety of human 
genealogies: in Rome, it produced aristocratic families, past apostles, and future 
popes. For although Christians in the city venerated Peter and Paul from an early 
date, the memory of Rome as an apostolic city, with a bishop, emperor, and aris-
tocracy as the caretakers and inheritors of the apostolic presence, is a very striking 
late antique development. The dynamics of building in the Life of Melania can 
illuminate this development, in dialogue with other texts that describe the interac-
tions between buildings and human beings in late antique Rome.

We will begin with the Roman property of Melania and her husband, Pinian, 
especially the house that has traditionally been located on the Caelian Hill, and 
consider how the Life of Melania depicts such houses as agents that make genea-
logical demands on their owners. We will then move slightly farther east on the 
Caelian Hill and discuss a parallel set of genealogical demands made by the Con-
stantinian basilica complex as depicted in the Liber Pontificalis. Finally, we will 
turn to the Life of Melania’s description of Melania’s building projects in Jerusalem, 
to consider briefly how the demands of buildings can also articulate an eschato-
logical future.

THE HOUSE THAT NO ONE C OULD AFFORD TO BUY

Early in the Life of Melania, fi rst Melania and then her husband, Pinian, decide to 
lead ascetic lives. Th e standard approach to Melania and Pinian’s decision assumes 
that the primary confl ict in the narrative is between the young ascetic couple and 
their parents, who are intent on persuading them to have children.2 As Gerontius 
explains: “Melania and Pinian suff ered much pain since they were unable to take 
up the yoke of Christ freely because of their parents’ compulsion.”3 Yet the ration-
ale that Melania’s parents, and indeed Pinian himself, at fi rst supply for the couple’s 
need to reproduce is fi rmly rooted in the problem of family property. Gerontius 
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has Pinian originally make this argument: “If and when by the ordinance of God 
we have two children to inherit our possessions, then both of us together shall 
renounce the world.”4 Further, even aft er their parents do agree to their ascetic 
ambitions, the two are still stalled in their ascetic careers by their property, as 
Melania tells Pinian: “Th e burden of life is very heavy for us, and we are not com-
petent in these circumstances to take on the light yoke of Christ. Th erefore let us 
quickly lay aside our goods that we may gain Christ.”5 Gerontius describes a long 
period of property disputes between the couple and Pinian’s brother Severus, 
along with property “schemes” by “every one of their senatorial relatives.”6 In the 
narrative, these problems are to some extent resolved through the intervention of 
the empress Serena, who persuades the emperor Honorius to allow the sale of 
Melania and Pinian’s extensive property.7

There remains, however, one stubbornly resistant estate in Rome, whose fate 
Gerontius describes:8

Since none of the senators in Rome had the means to buy the house of the blessed 
Pinian, they let the empress . . . know through the holy bishops that she might buy it. 
She did not want to do this, however, and said to the intermediaries, “I do not think 
I have the means to buy the house at its true value.” Th ey requested that she at least 
accept some of the precious statues from the saints as a token of friendship. Serena 
reluctantly acquiesced, for she did not wish to grieve them any further. Th e saints 
were not able to sell the house, and aft er the barbarian invasion they let it go for less 
than nothing, since it was burned.

Th e emphasis on the transfer of property in the Life, and on Melania and Pinian’s 
need to liquidate property in order to begin their ascetic careers, suggests that the 
primary confl ict in this part of the Life is not between two generations of human 
actors but between human actors and the material structures that surround them. 
Th e villain, in other words, is not the older generation, nor even the abstraction 
wealth or money.9 Instead, the hindrances to Melania and Pinian’s activity are par-
ticular pieces of property, most clearly represented by the house in the city of 
Rome, a house that demands to be inherited and that refuses to be sold.

The fact that houses and other structures make claims on their owners and 
inhabitants should not be surprising. Such structures possess a basic physical 
power to constrain human action.10 They are, moreover, embodiments of com-
bined human and environmental labor. Architecturally products of human design 
and construction, their material elements are equally manifestations of geologic 
formation, forest growth, soil deposit, and so on. These nonhuman activities are 
masked when we consider buildings to be exclusively passive human products 
rather than composite beings interacting with humans in complex ways. As Kim 
Bowes has argued in her work on late Roman houses, it is typical for scholars to 
treat these structures primarily as vehicles for the owners’ displays of status, which 
of course they were to some extent.11 At the same time, inhabitants and inheritors 



22    Aristocracy

of these beings would repeatedly be required to reckon with the strength, con-
dition, and internal dynamics between the original materials of the house, and 
they would necessarily interact with their property in ways that were genuinely 
constrained by the matter and arrangement of the house itself. A late Roman sena-
torial house excavated at Butrint, for example, shows several different stages of 
construction and renovation from the third through the fifth century.12 On the one 
hand, these stages clearly show human beings acting on the house in its renova-
tion, expansion, and redesign. On the other hand, the renovations and changes are 
constrained, although not completely determined, by the footprint of the original 
complex as well as its natural setting. We should locate some agency in the house 
as a nonhuman being and see the process of home renovation as one in which 
human and nonhuman agents are compelled to act together over time, sometimes 
in conflict, and not necessarily in ways wholly subordinated to human desires. 
This is the situation we find in the Life of Melania. Even after the human opponents 
of asceticism are defeated or won over, the physical matter of the house remains 
unmoved. It can be made to cooperate with Melania and Pinian only after being 
burned in the Gothic sack of the city.

Up until its damage by fire, however, the power that this property exerts, as 
with the other properties mentioned in the Life, is understood primarily in terms 
of inheritance. The house, in other words, makes spatial and material claims, and 
in doing so it also makes temporal and genealogical claims. In fact, in the Life of 
Melania, the claims of property are configured as primarily temporal and genea-
logical. The first claim that property makes in the Life is on Melania’s chastity, since 
her body is intended to produce future caretakers for that property: “children to 
inherit our possessions.”13 The house in Rome may be an extension of its owners in 
terms of status display, but in genealogical terms the bodies of human owners act 
simply as extensions of the matter and life of the house. The presumption in the 
text is that the human actors will disappear before the property does; the only way 
for humans to adapt to the property’s temporal scale is by producing children. Our 
sense of the genealogical claims that property could make is further sharpened if 
we recall that membership in the senatorial class in late antiquity was hereditary, 
but in a somewhat restricted sense: it was also dependent on property, and was 
subject to what Samuel Barnish has called the “complementary risks of economic 
and biological failure.”14 The other side of that failure, landed success, could gener-
ate largely fictitious genealogies for late ancient families whose property gave them 
prominence. Thus, for example, in his epitaph on Paula, Jerome links Paula’s “pal-
ace glittering with gold” to her putative descent from the Gracchi and the Scipios.15 
How far such fantastical claims were believed is questionable.16 Still, the highly 
competitive and sometimes unpredictable process of becoming and remaining a 
senatorial family in late antiquity meant that the genealogical claims of property 
extended both backward in time and forward.
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We see these claims at work in the Life of Melania. Gerontius introduces the 
Life as “the story of her senatorial family, and how she entered the angelic life.”17 
He then begins the narrative proper with an emphasis on Melania’s “senatorial 
rank” and the statement that “her parents, because they were illustrious members 
of the Roman Senate and expected that through her they would have a succession 
of the family line, very forcibly united her in marriage with her blessed husband, 
Pinian, who was from a consular family.”18 The importance of the property that 
Melania and Pinian inherit is not restricted to its monetary value but is related 
specifically to its status as heritable within elite families.19 The text portrays Mela-
nia’s parents, and at first Pinian, as motivated by the demands of specific properties 
to be transferred in inheritance. These demands could be made in two ways. The 
first is through the force of the materials themselves: although real property could 
be destroyed or worn down (and some Roman buildings were in desperate need 
of repair in the fifth century),20 late ancient builders were also fully aware of the 
potential longevity of brick, marble, and other materials. They regularly reused 
these materials as either visible spolia or simply as practical material, acknowl-
edging their basic durability.21 The potential for duration on a longer-than-human 
scale invited observers to shift their temporal perspective, from the life span of an 
individual human being to the lives of both earlier and future humans.22 Build-
ings, in other words, had a tendency to press human duration beyond its normal 
individual boundaries.

The second way that buildings might demand human generation is easier to 
decipher, in the presence of overt signs of the human past. If we recall that it was 
common for aristocratic Roman homes to include either genealogical inscriptions 
or ancestor portraits as part of their physical décor, we can understand the kind 
of genealogical demand that a house might make, regardless of the wishes of its 
inhabitants, acting as the embodiment of an ancestral past, while laying claim to a 
particular kind of future.23 Other decorative elements within houses might under-
line these claims. In the Life of Melania, for example, statues intensify the claims of 
property. The house that could not be sold contained “precious statues,” some of 
which were given to the reluctant empress Serena.24 Not long after Gerontius refers 
to the burning of the Roman house, statues reappear as part of a diabolical temp-
tation in which the devil recalls to Melania’s mind “the variety of statues . . . and 
the inestimable income” of a different family estate.25 The temporal claims implied 
by these materials are, however, rejected in Melania’s response, which is framed 
in explicitly temporal terms: “How can these things that today exist and tomor-
row will be destroyed by the barbarians, or by fire, or by time . . . be compared to 
eternal goods that exist forever?”26 Melania appeals to the sack of Rome in order 
to deny the relative longevity of statuary in late antiquity, but it is clear from other 
sources that statues in late antiquity had many ways of surviving the passage of 
time. The repeated restrictions in the Theodosian Code against repurposing marble 
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artworks from older structures suggest that spoliation and reuse were  common.27 
Similarly, portraits and other older figural works might be recut, either to change 
their subjects entirely or simply to “modernize” or renovate them. These repur-
posed or reused objects could thus either embody earlier imperial eras or become 
raw material for different objects that were simultaneously old and new.

The residents of late ancient Rome thus lived within a vast, slow-moving kalei-
doscope of ancient, reused materials. The intellectual problems that such sur-
roundings posed are made clear in the Life of Melania: in this text, the obstacle to 
the ascetic life is the fact that brick, concrete, marble, and metal last longer than 
people do. Their long lives demand a human response. In the first part of the Life 
of Melania, this problem is solved by the destruction that accompanied the sack 
of Rome in 410, and by Melania and Pinian’s spectacular ascetic liquidation, in 
which property becomes simply money. This refusal of the claims of buildings is 
not, however, the only early Christian response to the long-lived material fabric of 
the city of Rome. Rome’s apostolic genealogy is established through a very simi-
lar dynamic; this will become clear if we take a slight temporal and geographical 
detour into the Constantinian building projects as they are described in the Liber 
Pontificalis.

THE SAVIOR SEATED ON A CHAIR ,  FIVE FEET IN SIZE, 
WEIGHING 120 POUNDS

A few hundred meters away from the site on the Caelian Hill where scholars have 
traditionally placed Melania and Pinian’s recalcitrant house, and where a house 
belonging to the Valerii once certainly stood, we fi nd the basilica of St. John Lat-
eran, the now mostly seventeenth-century structure that has taken the place of the 
Basilica Constantiniana. Th e fourth-century basilica was the fi rst of Constantine’s 
monumental church buildings, probably begun not long aft er his defeat of Maxen-
tius in 312.28 Like other Constantinian monuments in Rome, most famously the 
Arch of Constantine, the Constantinian basilica was constructed and decorated 
partly with reused and perhaps spoliated earlier materials.29 For example, the 
imposing gilt-bronze columns currently in the south transept are from an earlier 
imperial period and were likely used in the Constantinian building.30 As Hugo 
Brandenburg has suggested, given the quantities of gold and silver decoration in 
the basilica as described in the Liber Pontifi calis, and extrapolating from Eusebius’s 
descriptions of other Constantinian churches, it is likely that the aesthetic empha-
sis in the Basilica Constantiniana was on the richness of the collected materials 
rather than on their stylistic unity.31 In other words, the Constantinian basilica on 
the Caelian Hill would have been an appropriate material neighbor to the house 
that no one in Rome could aff ord to buy. It will be useful, then, to consider how 
this basilica was also understood to make genealogical claims.
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The Constantinian basilica certainly began in a set of familial claims. As is well 
known, it was constructed on the site of a former barracks for the equites sin-
gulares, who had probably been loyal to Maxentius. After Constantine’s victory, 
the site was leveled to make way for the construction of the new monumental 
basilica.32 The new structure obviously served as both a political and a religious 
statement, but Constantine also claimed as his imperial residence a nearby prop-
erty, the Sessorian Palace, that had been home to several members of the Severan 
dynasty.33 Even after the establishment of Constantinople as the Eastern capital, 
the Sessorian Palace would remain the residence of Constantine’s mother, Helena. 
Thus the Constantinian basilica was not merely the sign of military victory or of 
a new divine presence in the city, but through its connection to the imperial resi-
dence would also have made dynastic claims, connecting Constantine’s family to 
an earlier imperial dynasty, one with its own monumental remains. The basilica’s 
claims would likely have been consistent with those made by Constantine himself; 
the basilica and its founder would have begun in relative agreement. Yet as we 
move into the Liber Pontificalis’s sixth-century retelling of Constantine’s building 
projects, particularly in its interesting inaccuracies, we can begin to see first the 
mingling of Constantinian genealogical claims with other genealogical claims, and 
ultimately the replacement of Constantinian claims with claims that appear to be 
made by the basilica complex itself. Over the course of the fourth and fifth centu-
ries, the longevity of the building allowed it to generate its own previous history 
and future.

The text of the Liber Pontificalis makes clear how the text’s sixth-century com-
piler conceived of the force of these buildings. Where the previous entries in the 
list of Roman pontiffs are quite short and provide scant information about the 
series of bishops claimed for Rome, Constantine’s appearance and conversion to 
Christianity during the pontificate of Sylvester changes the Liber Pontificalis radi-
cally.34 The extensive lists of Constantine’s churches, and his gifts to these churches, 
make this entry many times longer than any previous entry. The description of the 
pontificate of Sylvester establishes a pattern of including donation lists that will 
recur in the text well into the entries covering the sixth century. The text describes 
ten different structures, mostly in and around Rome, that it ascribes to Constan-
tine, although it also gives credit to some other members of the Constantinian 
dynasty. These descriptions follow a basic pattern: first the text notes the establish-
ment of the building and its dedication to Jesus or to apostles or martyrs. Next, 
the text lists the gifts given for the building’s decoration, mostly large quantities 
of silver and gold; and finally the text presents a list of lands donated to provide 
ongoing monetary support, with a note on how much money the land would be 
expected to produce per year.35 This pattern appeals to three different temporal 
focal points for each building: first the apostolic or martyrial past, second the 
imperial present, and third the agricultural or landed future, in which the building 
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will be maintained. Each of these temporal states is tied to the material demands 
of the building, in its existence (and often its location), its material decoration, 
and the land dedicated to it. The Roman churches are conceived here as forcefully 
material, and this materiality makes temporal claims. Like those of the late Roman 
house, these claims reach both forward and backward in time.

Moreover, these different temporal focal points are not neatly divided. They are 
all understood to be embodied in the buildings themselves, as complex temporal 
objects. This can be seen most clearly if we linger on one complex object in par-
ticular, the famous fastigium in the Constantinian basilica. The actual facts about 
this object have long been disputed,36 but for our purposes the description of the 
object in the text brings out most of its temporal complexity:37

[He placed in the Constantinian basilica] a hammered silver fastigium—on the front 
it has the Saviour seated on a chair, 5 ft . in size, weighing 120 pounds, and 12 apostles 
each 5 feet and weighing 90 pounds with crowns of fi nest silver; for someone in the 
apse looking at it from behind, it has the Saviour sitting on a throne, 5 feet in size, of 
fi nest silver weighing 140 pounds, and 4 spear-carrying silver angels, each 5 feet and 
weighing 105 pounds, with jewels of Alabanda in their eyes; the fastigium itself where 
the angels and apostles stand weighing 2025 pounds of burnished silver; the vault of 
fi nest gold; and hanging beneath the fastigium, a light of fi nest gold with 50 dolphins, 
of fi nest gold weighing 50 pounds, with chains weighing 25 pounds.

Th e fastigium obviously evokes an apostolic past in the fi gures of Jesus and the 
apostles. But by virtue of being Constantine’s gift , and in the remarkable weight of 
silver and gold that is carefully laid out, it equally clearly makes claims to an impe-
rial present and dynastic future, along with the imperial past that its location next 
to the Sessorian Palace implies. Th e vivid description of the fastigium in the text 
thus expresses not only the material force of the object but also how material and 
temporal claims were simultaneously embodied in it.

Throughout the entry on the pontificate of Sylvester, the donation lists and 
building projects that the Liber Pontificalis describes include a mix of appeals 
to imperial and apostolic genealogies. It is clear that the writer of the text sees a 
close connection between the buildings as structures dedicated to an apostolic (or 
martyrial) past and as structures connected to the family of Constantine. The text 
explicitly connects all these structures to Constantine and many of them also to 
Constantius, Helena, or Constantia.38 At the same time, the buildings are clearly 
meant to make claims for an apostolic Roman past, to which Constantine’s family 
is physically connected through the basilicas themselves. This kind of genealogi-
cal mingling in objects has other parallels in late antiquity. One similar example 
is found in the famous lamp discovered in the house of the Valerii on the Cae-
lian Hill, which shows Paul and Peter in a boat and is inscribed with the words 
“Dominus legem dat Valerio Severo Eutropi vivas.” This “giving of the law” to a 
Roman aristocrat, possibly Pinian’s acquisitive brother Severus or his father, is 
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usually explained simply as a baptismal reference,39 but most other uses of the 
traditio legis formula in late ancient art refer specifically to a handing on of the law 
to the apostles.40 The extension of this lawgiving through the Roman apostles and 
martyrs Peter and Paul to a Roman aristocrat suggests the mingling of aristocratic 
genealogical thought with the idea of apostolic tradition. Pinian’s family, through 
baptism or otherwise, can count the apostles as part of their genealogy. Similarly, 
Constantine’s building projects in Rome are simultaneously dynastic and apostolic 
claims, with first-century figures assuming their places in imperial genealogy.

It is sometimes argued that early Christian building projects that include clas-
sical spolia should be read as triumphalist: that is, that the classical elements on 
display are signs of Christianity’s displacement of the classical past.41 Surely in 
some cases this is correct. Yet the intermingling of imperial dynastic claims and 
apostolic claims in Constantine’s building projects as described in the Liber Pon-
tificalis suggests a less clear-cut distinction between the supposedly classical and 
the supposedly apostolic. It has been suggested, for example, that the earlier impe-
rial gilt-bronze columns now in the south transept of the basilica were themselves 
used as the supports for the fastigium with the figures of Jesus and the apostles.42 
Rather than being signs of the triumph of a new religion over a classical pagan 
past, this kind of mingling of claims about the past instead pushes the imperial 
genealogical claims of the Constantinian dynasty back into the apostolic age—
which is of course also the age of Augustus, Tiberius, and Nero. It would, in fact, 
make sense for this Constantinian monument to make a physical connection to a 
Julio-Claudian or even Neronian past: as Elizabeth Marlowe has shown, the Arch 
of Constantine itself was designed to interact visually with the bronze Colossus 
that originally bore the features of Nero as the sun god, along the triumphal route 
into the city of Rome.43 In brief, the statues of Jesus and the apostles in the Con-
stantinian basilica, at least as described in the Liber Pontificalis, play the same role 
as other material that refers to an earlier imperial past. These first-century figures, 
placed at the top of the Constantinian basilica, play the same role as the Colossus 
of Nero overlooking the Constantinian arch. All these figures create a genealogical 
link between an evoked imperial past and an implied present, and they lay claims 
on that present using the agency of both their materiality and their signification. 
The apostolic history of Rome becomes materially inseparable from the imperial 
power of the city.

The power of structures that evoke the past to make additional claims on the 
future becomes clear if we consider the future of the fastigium in the Constantin-
ian basilica as laid out in the later entries of the Liber Pontificalis. In the entry 
on the mid-fifth-century Sixtus III, we learn only in passing that the fastigium 
in the Constantinian basilica had been plundered in the sack of Rome and was 
later replaced by Valentinian III: “At bishop Xystus’ request the emperor Valen-
tinian constructed a silver fastigium in the Constantinian basilica—it had been 
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removed by the barbarians.”44 The sixth-century compiler thus had never seen the 
Constantinian fastigium and in the original entry on Sylvester was either describ-
ing a fourth-century figural structure of which there were records, or may have 
been describing and retrojecting Valentinian III’s fifth-century replacement, or 
was describing some combination of Constantinian and later material.45 The sixth-
century compiler, however, emphasizes the Constantinian connection of the fas-
tigium and relegates Valentinian III’s activity to mere maintenance, even though 
it may have been a replacement or an entirely new construction. This fact, along 
with other anachronisms in the account of Constantine and Sylvester, such as the 
assurance that Sylvester baptized Constantine in the baptistery that Constantine 
commissioned for his basilica,46 gives us a strong indication of the genealogical 
demands that the Constantinian basilica complex did indeed make quite sepa-
rately from the actual intentions of either Constantine, Sylvester, or Valentinian. 
After the sack of Rome in 410, the replacement of the Constantinian fastigium, 
possibly with the figural group described in the Liber Pontificalis, attests to two 
such demands. First, that the basilica should continue as a monumental church 
structure cared for by both the emperor and the bishop of Rome, and second, that 
its connection to the classical, apostolic, and imperial past should be reinforced, 
even perhaps fictitiously enhanced. In other words, the basilica successfully drew 
out human caretakers and inheritors, and it also reasserted its claim to much ear-
lier apostolic and imperial ancestry. The compiler of the Liber Pontificalis under-
stood these claims to connect the apostolic fastigium to the original Constantinian 
foundation, but, equally important, he emphatically placed the basilica within the 
longer-than-human history of imperial and pontifical succession.

The Constantinian basilica complex thus demonstrates in dramatic fashion the 
genealogical ambitions of aristocratic properties in late antique Rome. In its inter-
actions with its human chroniclers and caretakers, the basilica generates an impe-
rial and apostolic ancestry for itself that may or may not be factual, and also stakes 
a claim to the care of its future inheritors, both imperial and papal. These are the 
same kinds of claims to which earlier Roman families were responding when they 
created fantastic genealogies, with a variety of gods and heroes, to explain their 
in-fact recent prominence.47 But the late antique trend toward the reuse of earlier 
materials in building, especially after the third century, would also have increased 
the strength of structures’ claims to be living on a more-than-human scale. The 
evocations of the past that such structures could convey were neither simple nos-
talgia nor triumphalism but a set of claims about ancestry that entailed demands 
on the future. From the textual response to these structures that we have seen, it 
seems clear that we should imagine at least some late ancient Romans as intensely 
aware of themselves as living amid material structures and objects with more-
than-human life spans, structures that by virtue of their temporal difference could 
make demands on the much more transient lives of their human compatriots. In 
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a more positive light, these structures could also provide their inheritors with his-
torical identities and possible futures. The compiler of the Liber Pontificalis jum-
bles together Constantinian and apostolic history and imperial and papal legend 
in his treatment of the Constantinian basilica. In this text, we can observe the 
creation of past apostolic and future papal Rome. Both grow out of the demands 
that property made for human ancestors and inheritors.

C ONCLUSION:  JERUSALEM

Th e imperial and pontifi cal acceptance of the demands of property may at fi rst 
seem antithetical to the ascetic actions celebrated in the Life of Melania. But Mela-
nia and Pinian’s sale of their Roman property and their departure from Rome, fi rst 
for Africa and then for Jerusalem, in some ways merely reinforces the nonhuman 
force of structures in the late ancient imagination. Among the most clearly articu-
lated demands that property continues to place on Melania and Pinian is a demand 
for maintenance. As they support monasteries in North Africa en route to Jeru-
salem, Gerontius describes their continued activity selling property but introduces 
a new development:48

When the blessed ones decided to sell all their property, the most saintly and impor-
tant bishops of Africa (I mean the blessed Augustine, his brother Alypius, and Aure-
lius of Carthage) advised them, saying, “Th e money that you now furnish to monas-
teries will be used up in a short time. If you wish to have a memorial forever in 
heaven and on earth, give both a house and an income to each monastery.” Melania 
and Pinian eagerly accepted the excellent counsel of the holy men and did just as 
they had been advised by them.

Th e memorial force of Melania and Pinian’s charity depends on the physical house 
as well as the income for its maintenance: the ascetic couple are again confronted 
with the temporal and physical demands of property, and in this case they decide 
to take up the responsibilities that such property lays before them.

This acquiescence to the demands of property in order to create a memorial for 
themselves “in heaven and on earth” leads Melania to a much more extensive set 
of building projects, which have even greater future ambitions than the house in 
Rome whose demands were ultimately not met. Gerontius tells us that, like Con-
stantine and other aristocratic predecessors, Melania herself embarked on a build-
ing program in Jerusalem, one that made genealogical claims both for the past and 
for the future. The claims that Melania’s buildings in Jerusalem would have made 
for an apostolic and martyrial past are perhaps obvious. Constantine had begun 
the process of monumental building in Jerusalem in order to evoke simultaneously 
an imagined biblical history and an imperial Christian present.49 Melania’s build-
ings take up the biblical genealogy and extend it into an imagined eschatological 
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future. These buildings centered on the Mount of Olives, near the Church of the 
Ascension. After the death of Pinian, according to Gerontius, Melania “wished to 
build a monastery for holy men that they might carry out their nightly and daily 
psalmody without interruption at the place of the Ascension of the Lord and in 
the grotto where the Savior talked with his holy disciples about the end of time.”50 
Gerontius further claims that at her own death, she prayed to the martyrs whose 
relics were in the martyrium of Stephen the Protomartyr, at this monastery, so 
that these martyrs would “be my ambassadors to the God who loves mankind, 
so that he may receive my soul in peace and guard the monasteries up to the end 
in the fear of him.”51 The buildings that both memorialize and anticipate the end 
of time in the Life of Melania play a role similar to the Constantinian structures 
in the Liber Pontificalis, which summon both an apostolic past and a pontifical 
future. The future of the Jerusalem buildings, however, is explicitly eschatological, 
summoning both the Jerusalem of the gospels and the New Jerusalem of the book 
of Revelation. Gerontius claims that Melania’s last human instruction is for him 
to take over the care of the monasteries, for which God will reward him “in the 
age to come.”52 We have returned, in other words, to the beginning of the life of 
Melania, and to the problem of maintaining property that persists beyond that life. 
The future that this property claims, however, is not a new generation of children 
but the age to come, in which, with the verse that Gerontius uses to end the Life of 
Melania: “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor has entered into the heart of man, 
what God has prepared for those who love him.”53

The creation of Christianity’s history, whether apostolic in Rome or biblical 
in Jerusalem, is tied to the same kinds of interactions that are responsible for the 
creation of elite familial traditions in late antiquity more generally. Elite built envi-
ronments made claims on humans’ behalf and in turn demanded of those humans 
the protection of new caretakers, manipulating human action in ways that aligned 
human ability with nonhuman duration. Late ancient elites were conscious of the 
temporal demands placed on them by the ancient things that they inherited, lived 
among, and at times called into being. They were aware that some of these ancient 
things would live longer than they would, and that some would not; and so they 
interacted with these nonhuman things, accepting some of their demands while 
rejecting others. The Life of Melania and the Liber Pontificalis describe a few inter-
actions between ancient things and their succession of human caretakers. These 
texts demonstrate the productivity of these interactions in creating both apostolic 
genealogies and eschatological futures for the humans who took up the respon-
sibilities of buildings. Melania and Pinian, Constantine and the popes of Rome, 
created both their pasts and their futures in cooperation with the buildings that 
they built, maintained, and passed on to others. In this activity of creation and 
inheritance, we see the greater-than-human summoning of New Jerusalem from 
the long life of Rome.
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Paulinus of Nola’s rich description expresses the deeply etched longing that Mela-
nia the Elder’s return to the West produced in her family members.1 He paints an 
image of striking contrasts between Melania’s family and the holy woman herself 
as the retinue made its entrance into Nola: Melania the Elder, humbly dressed, rid-
ing a worthless horse,2 and the pomp of her family, clothed in lush wools and silks 
and riding in coaches and carriages with fi ne horses. Th is disparity is sketched in 
order to heighten rhetorically both Melania’s holiness (“Look what she has unprob-
lematically forsaken!”) and her family’s intense joy at being near her and being 
able to touch and be touched by her. Th e sumptuousness of their silken garments 
and fi nely decorated wools (a mark of their aristocratic status) is ignored, dis-
placed by the sacred friction of her coarse rags.

The scene makes a striking portrait. Of course, the description belongs to Pauli-
nus’s imagination more immediately than to the memories of the family members 
trailing behind the blessed Melania the Elder. For Paulinus is writing to Sulpi-
cius Severus in a bit of friendly competition, so common to Roman relations of 
amicitia.3 Severus had sent Paulinus his Life of Martin of Tours, and here we find 
Paulinus’s epistolary attempt at a brief one-upmanship, or at least an assertion 
of sacred parity.4 Severus’s Martin is repeatedly described as poorly dressed, the 
meanness of his clothes serving as a partial reason to resist his ordination as 
priest,5 his tattered tunic threads resulting in miracles,6 while demonic attempts 
to mislead take the form of a Christ wrongly dressed in robes of purple.7 Thus, 
we must first recognize in Paulinus’s wardrobe contrasts a rendering of Melania 
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Th ey longed to have their woolen garments, so valuable with their golden 
embroidery, trodden down beneath her feet or worn away with the rubbing 
of her rags. For they thought that they were cleansed from the pollution of 
their riches if they succeeded in gathering some of the dirt from her tawdry 
clothing or her feet.
—paulinus of nola, ep. 29.12
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through the rhetorical trope of saints in rags, in particular as a response to Martin’s 
tattered clothes.

But even allowing for the liberties that Paulinus takes in his  ecphrastically 
embellished procession, it seems fair to assume that he offers a plausible view of 
familial devotion to Melania. In particular, attention to the relationship between 
Melania the Elder and her namesake, Melania the Younger, sheds light on the 
complicated intersections of generations and their interactions around spiritual 
and material inheritances (especially the bequeathal of land) that occurred in 
aristocratic families. The intertwined nature of their legacies highlights a conti-
nuity between the aristocratic and the ascetic world, as early Christian institu-
tions, including monasteries, remained heavily reliant on the traditional modes 
of wealth distribution. The interconnected lives of the Melanias illustrate not only 
how enmeshed in their familial network they remained but also how indebted 
they and early Christians in general remained to the logic of inheritance for articu-
lating and enacting financial and spiritual matters.

Given the linked nature of the Melanias’ legacies, let us return to Paulinus’s 
vignette and begin by imagining how Melania the Younger, roughly sixteen years 
old, felt in her grandmother’s presence. Here, enfleshed before her eyes, was her 
namesake. Whether one is more inclined to see her desire for virginity as a self-
induced yearning (with her biographer)8 or as a function of her familial heritage 
(with Palladius),9 the physical experience of her ascetic grandmother must have 
been significant. As Caroline Schroeder notes, Melania the Younger, just like her 
grandmother, would eventually become accustomed to coarse clothing, so much 
so that any finer garments produced an allergic response.10 Although these  rhe-
torically constructed Melanias illuminate far more about a given authorial agenda 
than about any real introspection into either woman’s inner life, nevertheless these 
discursive Melanias must have held a certain truth for their audiences, companions 
of these women catching glimpses of the Melanias they thought they knew. Thus, 
this section of this chapter will imaginatively reconstruct, based on late ancient 
aristocratic social praxes, how Melania the Younger would have been influenced 
by the financial and spiritual patrimony of her grandmother. In particular, Mela-
nia the Elder’s continued reliance on familial wealth to finance her ascetic lifestyle 
would have also shaped Melania the Younger’s vision of asceticism, especially as 
she found herself walking in her grandmother’s spiritual footsteps, taking up the 
ascetic life and quite possibly inheriting her grandmother’s Jerusalem monastery.

To understand Melania the Elder’s financial and spiritual relationship to her 
family, and therefore her appearance at Nola, we must revisit how she came to 
stand as a paradigm of asceticism by 400 c.e. What is narrated about Melania 
the Elder’s decision to ascetically reorient her life is primarily found not among 
Paulinus’s letters but in two chapters of Palladius’s Lausiac History. So, to begin, I 
argue below for the rehabilitation of Palladius as a reliable source on which to base 
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our picture of Melania the Elder, specifically her continued financial relationship 
to her son, Publicola. Palladius’s first entry describes her lineage and early years as 
an ascetic, especially how her assistance of the prominent exiled Egyptian abbas 
led her to Palestine.11 Of all the figures in the Lausiac History, Palladius deemed 
only Melania the Elder worthy of a supplemental entry. In this additional pas-
sage, Palladius recounts Melania’s generosity, her later involvement in the escape 
of her family from Rome, her impressive reading habits, and her prominence in 
the beginnings of her granddaughter’s asceticism.12 Beyond the Elder’s two entries, 
she also appears in numerous other portrayals, often as the conveyer of stories 
about a given holy man.13 In the Coptic version, Melania not only gives money to 
the monks of Egypt but also builds a church for those at Scetis, a point that will 
be returned to below.14 Thus, it would seem that she was the source of some of 
Palladius’s stories. Be that as it may, Palladius is quite explicitly laying claim to her 
authority to garner his own, painting his image of prominent ascetics (and of her) 
through her witness.15

After the publication of Nicole Moine’s “Melaniana,” scholars have tended to 
be warier of trusting Palladius as a source.16 Only recently have some scholars 
begun to counter this distrust, and I would agree with them that it is a mistake to 
discount Palladius. As Kevin Wilkinson has argued, it seems that Palladius knew 
Melania the Elder quite well, perhaps even receiving much of the material for his 
Lausiac History from her.17 He reasserts a traditional chronology for Melania the 
Elder’s life up to 400 c.e., highlighting the many reasons Palladius’s information is 
reliable.18 The narrative of her early life as he recounts it is: born in Spain, she mar-
ried and was widowed at twenty-two, moved to Rome to launch her surviving son’s 
public career, and, having secured his career, began her own ascetic life, eventually 
establishing her monastery in Jerusalem.19

Notably, Paulinus seems to concur with Palladius about the length of Mela-
nia’s absence and in portraying her son, Publicola, as a devoted Christian—and 
this despite the fact that he never left the limelight of public, civic life for ascetic 
retreat. Contrary to harsher portrayals of Melania as mother, often dependent on 
Jerome’s self-serving depiction of her actions,20 it seems that she abandoned Pub-
licola not as a young child but rather as a teenage boy.21 Although it may have 
served Paulinus and Palladius to portray Melania the Elder’s asceticism in contrast 
to her familial background, neither remembrance of Melania would have much 
benefited from inventing a continued relationship between mother and son. That 
is, it would seem that Palladius and Paulinus are reflecting something of her actual 
familial situation, though we can catch only hazy glimpses. The shift in viewing 
her departure helps make sense of the continued relations between mother and 
son. According to Palladius, Melania the Elder’s family may even have been sup-
portive of her monastic endeavors: “Her own family and son and stewards pro-
vided the funds for this.”22 Such a view of the Elder’s familial relations also seems 
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much more in keeping with Paulinus’s vignette with which we began. Though what 
precisely these familial exchanges over several years looked like remains unknow-
able, we need not imagine them as hostile.

Fairly civil if not continually devoted interactions between Publicola and 
Melania the Elder also help render explicable Publicola’s choice to name his only 
daughter after his mother. Certainly, naming a grandchild after a grandparent was 
established practice among Roman aristocracy. Yet, had Publicola so banished his 
mother for her ascetic “madness,” could we not imagine that he may have had 
other nominal options available? Families passed on set names, serving to bol-
ster family identity. Inheritance of a name underscored the intricate networks of 
wealth, amicitia, alliance, and expectation into which one was born. Your name 
reminded both you and others from which family you hailed and what expecta-
tions you could make and have made of you.23

The date of Melania the Younger’s birth is generally given as roughly around 
385 c.e.24 So, by the time she was made her grandmother’s namesake, the Elder had 
already been well enmeshed in ascetic praxis for about a decade. That Publicola 
named his daughter for his mother not only indicates that his relations with Mela-
nia the Elder were probably amicable but also hints at how ensconced in the aris-
tocratic world Melania the Elder remained. Whether Publicola explicitly imagined 
his daughter as following in her grandmother’s ascetic legacy is difficult to discern, 
though one suspects he did not. Yet, by naming his daughter for his mother, Pub-
licola placed Melania the Younger in a cultural context ripe for drawing analogical 
expectations across generations; and as we shall see, his daughter was only too 
willing to succumb to such pressures.

As just noted, the Palladian Melania the Elder was repeatedly offered fiscal 
support for her ascetic lifestyle in Palestine by her son, Publicola. Thus, during 
Melania the Younger’s childhood, we can imagine that her grandmother must have 
stood as an imposing and ambiguous figure. Whether she heard numerous sto-
ries of her grandmother or only caught rare snippets, the prestige that her grand-
mother retained among Roman aristocrats and the respect that the Elder garnered 
among those who sought a life of retreat would no doubt have left an impression 
on her childhood. As the evidence indicates, not a few young Roman women (for 
reasons it is sometimes difficult to discern) were quite enamored with becoming 
Christian virgins.25 So the general cultural cachet of being a virgin among these 
wealthy young women would have easily been enhanced for Melania the Younger 
by her grandmother’s prominence in ascetic circles.

To claim that Melania the Elder influenced her granddaughter is not a bold, 
new suggestion, but it is an important one to reassert, as it is all too easy in studies 
of Melania the Younger to forget what an impact her grandmother must have had. 
Although Palladius offers a short description of the granddaughter of his promi-
nent friend, the primary witness to Melania the Younger remains her biography. As 
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with her grandmother, both images of Melania the Younger are not straightforward 
retellings of her life nor, especially, her turn to asceticism. Both Palladius and her 
biographer (generally believed to be Gerontius, her successor) have strong agendas 
for which Melania the Younger’s narrative is deployed. As Elizabeth Clark notes in 
her translation of Melania’s life, the striking absence of her grandmother seems a 
conscious decision on Gerontius’s part.26 Clark posits that this damnatio memoriae 
may have been the result of Melania the Elder’s strong Origenist leanings.

Depending on whose Melania one considers, the narration of her turn to the 
ascetic life shifts. For Palladius, Melania the Younger is drawn into the vortex of 
Melania the Elder’s ascetic presence (and therefore into her Origenist circle) from 
an early age. He asserts that Melania the Younger was “continually stung by the sto-
ries about her grandmother.”27 Here, the term translated as “stung” is nyttomenē, 
a term that in more literal contexts can also mean “pierce.” Thus, Palladius would 
have us imagine Melania’s person as deeply pierced by tellings of her grandmother, 
the resulting wound drawing a strong tie between Melania the Elder and her 
namesake.  But it is only with the death of both of Melania the Younger’s children, 
when she is twenty (two years younger than her grandmother had been when she 
lost her own two children), that Palladius depicts her officially taking up the yoke 
of asceticism, giving away her silken clothes as the first outward symbol of her new 
life.28 Recall that it was precisely her silk-clad body, among the others of her family, 
that Paulinus had put to such good use in his portrayal of her grandmother. Now, 
suddenly, we find Melania the namesake replacing her “worldly” clothing with 
rags and stepping into her grandmother’s dusty footprints. But this is also our first 
indication that Palladius’s chronology of Melania the Younger’s turn to the ascetic 
life may not be very precise. Rather, he seems to be deploying the costume change 
as a renunciatory trope, a visual marker for her newfound asceticism. For Palla-
dius also claims that Melania the Elder returned to Rome after she heard that her 
granddaughter had “elected to leave the world,” another clear euphemism for her 
ascetic turn.29 It is precisely this return West around 400 that Paulinus narrates, 
the Elder’s family all decked out in their finery to greet her. Of course, as acknowl-
edged above, Paulinus’s Melania the Elder is competing with Severus’s Martin, so 
the starker the contrasts he presents, the more impressive a figure of Melania he 
draws. Yet, Paulinus is more than happy in later correspondence to note the ascetic 
zeal of the junior Melania. Can we not imagine that had Melania the Younger been 
dressed in poorer clothes, Paulinus would have used her as a model of the converts 
whom the Elder drew to her community just as Martin did to his? That is, if Mela-
nia the Younger was contemplating the ascetic life, nothing about her outward 
appearance seems to have caught the eye of Paulinus. He recognizes her impulse 
only at a later date.

In contrast to the Palladian Melania the Younger, who continued to follow in 
her grandmother’s footsteps, Gerontius locates Melania’s ascetic impulse in her 
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own innate holiness, since “she had from her earliest youth yearned for Christ, 
had longed for bodily chastity.”30 By erasing her spiritual legacy from her Origenist 
grandmother, he frees Melania the Younger to stand always on the side of ortho-
doxy (so her anti-Nestorian lectures but also Gerontius’s own presumed non-
Chalcedonianism).31 But he seems, in fact, keenly aware of where he places her 
feet, for in the opening lines of her vita he uses the image of her “putting underfoot 
all the pride of worldly glory” in order to indicate her success in ascetic pursuits.32 
If one follows those scholars who see Gerontius as reliant on Palladius’s narrative, 
then it should not be surprising that both authors agree that Melania came to 
asceticism only after her marriage. That is, the presence of Pinianus remained one 
relic of her life that was harder to wipe away.

In comparing these portrayals, a fascinating aspect of the competition between 
these two authors for Melania the Younger’s legacy emerges: her legacy was not 
solely her own, for she also bore the spiritual legacy of her grandmother. As dis-
cussed earlier, the cultural logic of namesakes meant that Melania the Younger 
inherited a legacy from her family, especially her grandmother. While we could 
only conjecture above what Melania the Younger may have known about or felt 
toward her paternal grandmother, the larger cultural (and specifically financial) 
expectations of her, especially once she became an ascetic, may still be traceable.

Palladius offers a straightforward rendering of this social logic in his portrayal 
of her wealth and his use of the language of inheritance. Recall that in his earlier 
description of Melania the Elder Palladius had pointed to the location of her mate-
rial sustenance: her family, Publicola, and her steward. Especially if one believes 
Palladian portrayals of her, she came to the ascetic life with a rather haughty atti-
tude about money. Her expectation of praise and honor for her “donation” to Abba 
Pambo was quickly inverted, as he pulled spiritual rank on her.33 She did not merely 
proffer coinage but also left a more permanent mark on the desert landscape: the 
church for Abba Isidore at Scetis.34 Her building of a church with her funds for 
these Egyptian abbas smacks of precisely the type of estate-church building docu-
mented as occurring elsewhere in late antiquity.35 As Kimberly Bowes has shown, 
in a villa-cum-monastery such as that of Paulinus of Nola, building was not done 
to attract converts from the local peasantry, but rather to construct, manipulate, 
and advertise his own aristocratic identity. Such architectural and decorative work 
was intended to “speak” to family and friends on the estate as well as to other amici 
who might occasionally visit, just as Melania the Elder and her family had at Pauli-
nus’s villa.36 Thus, buildings served as an extension of a patron or matron’s power.

Activating such cultural making of meaning, Palladius portrays Melania not 
only as receiving relics from several prominent Egyptian abbas (a reception of 
powerful items from holy men)37 but also as leaving an architectural memorial 
on the desert landscape (a physical marker of her own power). If Melania the 
Elder did build a church at Scetis, especially shortly after Abba Pambo’s rebuke, 
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we should envision her building project as her aristocratically styled counter to 
Pambo’s dismissal. The structure functioned as Melania’s attempt to articulate to 
the abbas the ascetic identity with which she wanted to be honored, while simulta-
neously serving as an imposing reminder of her social status vis-à-vis the monks. 
But as no archaeological evidence has been found and the reference is only present 
in the Coptic version, the actual existence of the church remains debated. If it was 
not built, this narrative stands as an interesting inverse of Catherine Chin’s point: 
to understand Melania the Elder’s influence cultural logic demanded a building 
even where there was not one. That is, whether or not Melania actually built the 
church, that the author places it in the imagined heart of asceticism says much 
about how her impact in Egypt was interpreted by at least some of its inhabitants.38

Though the Elder certainly handed out her wealth quite generously, her cof-
fers likely stayed full by means of money channeled from her familial wealth. 
This fiscal flow is important to note because, as mentioned several times now, it 
is indicative of Melania’s relationship to her family, and in particular of her self-
understanding of her asceticism vis-à-vis her own aristocratic heritage. As part 
of his reassertion of Melania’s traditional chronology before 400 c.e., Wilkinson 
makes the case that Melania spent her time as a new widow in Rome preparing 
her son’s civic future. Shortly after their arrival in Rome, Melania quite quickly 
secured Publicola’s position in the queue to be urban praetor, an event that would 
have taken her entire ten-year tenure in Rome to prepare for and that would have 
set him on course for a successful imperial career.39 That when she left Rome on 
her ascetic voyage she left him in the care of a guardian would not contradict this 
scenario and certainly would have helped ensure her access to familial wealth for 
the next decade: that is, until Publicola came of full legal age. Once he did reach 
full inheritance, and therefore legal control of his wealth, it seems he continued to 
fund her (and certainly named his daughter after her). By then her largest ascetic 
endeavor, her and Rufinus’s dual monasteries, would already have been well estab-
lished. Again, given Palladius’s intimate friendship with Melania the Elder, there 
is no reason to assume that he has got his narrative entirely wrong. But even if it is 
all only so much rhetorical creation many years after her death, Palladius certainly 
wants to frame Melania as a rather traditional Roman aristocratic mother despite 
her decades of asceticism. Thus, when Palladius has Melania return to Rome on 
her granddaughter’s behalf, we find her quite easily stepping into a matriarchal 
role that she had never fully abandoned.

Here we now return to the question with which we began: How significant 
must Melania the Elder’s influence have been on her namesake? That Melania the 
Younger’s attempt to forsake her aristocratic life in Rome for a new ascetic way of 
being was resisted is something that both Palladius and Gerontius describe.40 And, 
in particular, it is her and Pinianus’s immense familial inheritance that prevented 
an easy escape. As Catherine Chin highlights, some of Melania the Younger’s 
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buildings resisted dismissal, her family house on the Caelian Hill being the ulti-
mate example.41 Even when Melania could liquidate an asset, under the pressure 
of Alaric’s escalating extortion of money from the people of Rome, many among 
the senatorial, upper classes would have frowned on Melania the Younger’s desire 
to take her money and run.42 Gerontius plays up Melania the Younger’s difficul-
ties with her own family, conveying that even her father initially resisted her call 
to asceticism.43 As others have noted, Gerontius’s portrayal is rooted in a desire to 
displace Melania’s biological family with a new ascetic one.44 He continually paints 
Melania as uninterested in her family, except perhaps for Pinianus and her mother, 
Albina, whose ascetic endeavors result in an overlay of the ascetical upon the bio-
logical. It is Gerontius’s Melania the Younger who seems to rejoice in the death of 
her children, finally free from the burden that they presented.45

Palladius, too, has Melania the Younger confront strong resistance to her new 
life choice, but he paints the difficulties as arising from within the senatorial class, 
who desired to keep her immense financial resources at hand to soothe Alaric. 
Quite explicitly, Palladius praises Melania the Younger for saving her money from 
Alaric’s clutches, that it might yet be put to good use among her fellow Chris-
tians.46 Where the Palladian Melania the Younger differs is in her relationship to 
her family. His Melania does not praise God for her children’s death but rather 
recognizes in their fate her own: God has taken her children early so that she may 
take up renunciations earlier in life.47 That is, Palladius’s junior Melania seems to 
have been originally set to follow in her grandmother’s footsteps, procreating and 
thus continuing the family line before turning herself over to renunciation. Thus, 
we can imagine that the death of Melania’s children may actually have proved a 
stumbling block in her expectations for her life. Palladius certainly indicates that a 
different route had to be imagined for her. And so, Melania the Elder reenters the 
Western scene.

Here again, Palladius’s depiction of Melania rings more truthful (if not true) 
than Gerontius’s. Even in his own narrative, Gerontius is hard pressed to walk the 
delicate line between appreciation and praise for certain members of Melania’s 
family (her mother and husband) and disparagement or erasure of the presence 
of others (her father, children, and grandmother). The case of Melania’s grand-
mother has been of particular interest among scholars, for it is a noted lacuna 
in Gerontius’s life that the woman for whom Melania the Younger was named 
never registers in the narrative. As mentioned above, Clark is undoubtedly correct 
when she points to Melania the Elder’s Origenist tendencies as part of Gerontius’s 
motivation.48 The role that Origenism’s erasure plays in modern interpretations 
of Melania the Younger is not to be downplayed. When Gerontius removes Mela-
nia the Elder and her Origenism from Melania the Younger’s past, he obscures 
not only the relationship between grandmother and granddaughter but also the 
much larger network of patronage and amicitia in which Melania the Younger is 
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purported to have circulated as she began her ascetic life: close interactions with 
Paulinus, Palladius, and (perhaps most troubling from a later, anti-Origenist view-
point) Rufinus.

The passage from Palladius so crucial for imagining Melania the Elder’s concern 
that her granddaughter might end up among the anti-Origenists is: “A long time 
afterwards she heard how her granddaughter was doing, how she had married and 
then elected to leave the world. She feared that they might be utterly destroyed by 
bad teaching or heresy or bad living.”49 Clark convincingly argues that the “bad 
teaching or heresy” that Melania feared around 400 c.e. could be nothing other than 
the theological debate surrounding Origen, in which she herself was embroiled.50 
Palladius undoubtedly had this issue in mind, as he himself was a strong spokes-
man for those condemned as Origenists, especially John Chrysostom.

But it is not only “bad teaching and heresy” that Melania feared for her name-
sake. She also worried that Melania and Pinianus might fall into “bad living.” 
The Greek word here, kakozōia, occurs only one other time in Palladius’s works. 
Writing in defense of Chrysostom, Palladius uses this term to describe how John 
rightly condemned as living badly those clergy who chose to live with “intro-
duced” (syneisaktoi) women.51 Although these individuals were ideally a man and 
woman living together chastely, Chrysostom repeatedly railed against the dan-
gers of such intimate living arrangements.52 Given the meaning of this term for 
Palladius already in his defense of Chrysostom, we should imagine that when he 
deploys the term again roughly a decade and a half later he means to signal the 
same sort of living arrangement. Melania the Elder returned in order to ensure 
that her namesake was not living in a chaste marriage with Pinianus but rather 
that both young ascetics would live in separate, companion monasteries, as she 
and Rufinus had. Perhaps she even hoped that her granddaughter would join her 
community at Jerusalem, and Pinianus Rufinus’s. That is, Palladius would have his 
readers believe that part of what spurred Melania the Elder’s trip back to Rome was 
concern that her granddaughter was at risk for “subintroductory” living.

Thus, Palladius would have us envision Melania the Elder as worried about her 
legacy as embodied by her granddaughter’s ascetic choices and theological convic-
tions. But, given that Melania the Elder (at least in Palladius’s rendering) was still 
very much a prominent matriarch in the family, who had continued to tap the 
familial coffers, we may also imagine that Melania the Elder was concerned for the 
financial legacy of her family (meaning both her biological family and her ascetic 
family). Thus, she may have felt pressed to come and direct her granddaughter in 
person in the more financially savvy ways to perpetuate an ascetic agenda.53 As just 
noted, Palladius foregrounds another explanation for Melania the Elder’s visit: fears 
of bad teaching, heresy, or wrong living.54 Yet, even as he does so, his main descrip-
tion concerns the Elder’s struggle against and chastising of the senatorial families 
for attempting to prevent her granddaughter from renunciation (resistance that 
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was clearly based on issues of financial responsibility). In particular, he states that 
as part of her “moral support” of Melania the Younger, Pinianus, and Albina, Mela-
nia the Elder “induced them to sell their goods and led them away from Rome.”55 
Palladius interprets her actions through scriptural allusion to 1 Corinthians 15:32, 
constructing Melania’s battles with the Senate as similar to persecution faced by 
the apostle Paul. But, as Melania attempted to shame these senatorial combatants, 
financial issues surrounding familial inheritance once more surfaced as the press-
ing concern. She warns them: “Beware lest the days of the anti-Christ overtake you 
and you not enjoy your wealth and your ancestral property.”56 Palladius’s Melania 
the Elder does not demonize wealth, nor does she deny its usefulness; rather, she 
seems to recommend an attitude toward familial wealth that acknowledges that 
such money is temporal and best spent on Christian causes, especially her monas-
tery at Jerusalem. In this way, she invokes an eschatological end view that makes 
the concerns of continuity among the aristocracy of Rome seem misguided. The 
eschatological reorientation that Melania the Elder recommends bears a striking 
resemblance to the eschatological worldview that, Chin argues, informs Melania 
the Younger’s bequeathing of her properties to Gerontius.57 Melania the Elder, hav-
ing “freed” her family members from the grip of Roman greed and introduced 
them to the ascetic life, goes on to sell “everything which remained.”58 She then 
takes her newfound funds and returns to Jerusalem, distributing some and pre-
sumably establishing the rest as an endowment for her monastery. Thus, Mela-
nia the Elder’s return to Rome was heavily concerned with modeling proper fiscal 
behavior for her granddaughter while also financially shoring up her own ascetic 
legacy, one embodied in her monastery.

Palladius, likewise, devotes a lengthy portion of his description of Melania the 
Younger to her distribution of her own wealth. Palladius makes clear that his audi-
ence is supposed to interpret Melania the Younger’s asceticism through that of her 
grandmother. Shortly before he discusses the disbursement of her riches, Palladius 
frames Melania’s ascetic reorientation with the language of inheritance. Speaking 
to her husband, Pinianus, the Palladian junior Melania asserts that if Pinianus will 
not join her in renunciation she is willing to make a deal: “If this seems too hard 
for you, for you are a young man, take what is mine, but set my body free so that I 
may fulfill my will to God and enter into the inheritance of the zeal of my grand-
mother whose name I bear.”59

Multiple issues are gathered in this single utterance. First, not only is Palladius’s 
Melania pierced by the stories of her grandmother,60 but here she makes clear that 
being her grandmother’s namesake carries with it an inheritance. The inheritance 
of her grandmother’s name signifies the larger inheritance that she has received 
from Melania the Elder. What she has been bequeathed of value is not her riches 
(Pinianus may take those), but rather her grandmother’s zeal is what is precious. 
(It was precisely her grandmother’s zealousness, according to Palladius, that would 
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help her escape Rome on the eve of its sack.)61 We should note that Pinianus pre-
sumably would not have been privy to the wealth allocated for Melania the Elder, 
and so Melania the Younger in joining her grandmother would hardly have been 
left destitute. But as Palladius then relates, Pinianus joins her in renunciation, and 
so she gets to retain her wealth. She is then left to distribute her bounty, and as 
Palladius tells it, she does so wisely. Her donations of money to various locales 
well known for ascetic enterprises are noteworthy. Whereas those in Egypt and the 
Thebaid, those in Antioch, and those of the island regions all received ten thou-
sand pieces, only Palestine, home of her grandmother’s monastery, received fifteen 
thousand pieces.62 And though she freed or donated to her brother many of her 
slaves, we should imagine that she did keep those who worked on the estates she 
retained in Sicily, Campania, and Africa. Palladius claims her purpose for keeping 
the properties was as an “endowment of the monasteries.”63 Such actions would 
reflect that Melania the Younger has learned something from her grandmother’s 
own precarious financial situation, making sure that she has continual funds from 
which to care for her monastic endeavors.64

Although this section has concentrated more intensely on Melania the Young-
er’s life through Palladius’s eyes rather than Gerontius’s, both authors make clear 
that her life would have been interpreted for those around her (and perhaps the 
woman herself) only in reference to her grandmother Melania the Elder. Mela-
nia the Younger’s life, both in the presence (Palladius) and absence (Gerontius) 
of Melania the Elder, is made meaningful through visions of her grandmother. 
For Palladius, the Elder stands as the ascetic model par excellence on which the 
junior Melania would base her new life, her grandmother explicitly slipping her 
feet back into the shoes of family matriarch to direct not only her granddaughter 
but her daughter- and grandson-in-law as well. By contrast, Gerontius intention-
ally erases the presence and influence of Melania the Elder, a scrubbing that we 
must imagine was no easy task given how influential an aristocrat she was. Perhaps 
we should see in this erasure an attempt by Gerontius to claim more autonomy for 
his heroine, Melania the Younger. It would not be the only time in the Life he did 
so, for his portrayal of Melania’s relations with the empress Eudocia indicates that 
Melania the Younger (or more correctly Gerontius) also found herself (himself) in 
“friendly” competition with the empress’s largess (as portrayed by John Rufus in 
his Life of Peter the Iberian).65

Viewing Gerontius’s damnatio memoriae of Melania the Elder as located not 
just in anxiety over Origenism but also in what he felt was a competition between 
the elder aristocrat and her namesake, his heroine, may prove productive. In this 
light, should we imagine that Melania the Younger really built brand-new, dual 
monasteries on the Mount of Olives? Scholars have long accepted that Melania 
the Elder’s monasteries may well have vanished by the time her granddaughter 
arrived in Palestine, many years after her grandmother’s death. The explanation 
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most often given is that Melania the Elder did not properly endow her monaster-
ies. Yet such a claim stands in stark contrast to the greater longevity that Chin 
has illustrated aristocratic buildings had.66 It also contradicts information gleaned 
from Palladius. First, recall that Melania the Elder is said to have taken her portion 
of the money liquidated during her last trip to Rome and left some of it to fund her 
monastery at Jerusalem.67 Similarly, we may reconsider precisely which monaster-
ies Palladius was referring to when he asserted that Melania the Younger kept her 
estates in Sicily, Campania, and Africa “for endowment of the monasteries.”68 Here 
he does not seem to gesture to monasteries generically but perhaps assumes that 
his audience knows the monasteries to which Melania the Younger would be most 
tightly linked, those on the Mount of Olives. Moreover, Palladius has Melania the 
Younger donate fifteen thousand pieces to monasteries in Palestine. It hardly seems 
possible that none of that money went to the Elder and Rufinus’s ascetic family.

As noted earlier, it is worth remembering that senatorial families often used 
their homes as visual, architectural embodiments of their legacies. As both Rich-
ard Saller and Julia Hillner note, aristocratic houses might symbolize continuity 
in familial power;69 and as Chin has shown, such buildings with their furnishings 
made demands upon their owners.70 Though the dynamics of the Roman imperial 
family certainly changed vis-à-vis asceticism, there was also much that remained 
traditional.71 Melania the Elder may have participated in estate building first 
at Scetis and certainly did so at Jerusalem. Stories of such figures as Evagrius of 
Pontus visiting make clear that Melania and Rufinus’s monasteries functioned as 
places of retreat for amici just as villas did. Given the demands that such buildings 
made on their inheritors, Melania the Younger must have grappled with the gift of 
Melania the Elder’s monastery after her grandmother’s death. The most culturally 
plausible response for Melania the Younger would have been to rehabilitate (and 
possibly expand) her grandmother’s properties rather than build from scratch. 
Modern scholars are perhaps seduced by Gerontius’s rhetoric (and in particular his 
anti-Origenism) when we too eagerly accept his claims that Melania the Younger 
built herself new monasteries on the Mount of Olives. There can be little doubt that 
he intentionally excludes Melania the Elder from his narration of her granddaugh-
ter’s life. He explicitly seeks to undo the image that Palladius has painted of Melania 
the Younger retracing the footsteps of her grandmother as she takes up the ascetic 
life.72 It would follow that he could never allow the possibility that his heroine had 
architecturally expanded or restored her grandmother’s property, the far more 
common late ancient practice with regard to inherited buildings. To acknowledge 
her reuse of the land would produce a topographical link between grandmother 
and granddaughter, diminishing Melania the Younger’s ascetic endeavors and 
instead tainting her feet with Origenist dust. Gerontius’s new monasteries reflect 
less an actual structure and more his rhetorical construction of a new, independent 
legacy for the younger Melania.
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Reassessing the Melanias’ monastic construction projects highlights how inter-
twined Melania the Younger’s legacy was with her grandmother’s. While Melania 
the Elder is largely inaccessible as a historical subject except through the remem-
brances and imagination of Palladius, her granddaughter is doubly so. She was 
rhetorically constructed not only by male authors but also through the discur-
sive appropriation or denial of her grandmother’s spiritual legacy. Attention to 
the material and financial aspects of inheritance indicates how dependent early 
Christian institutions such as monasteries were upon traditional channels of aris-
tocratic wealth. As aristocrats entered the ascetic life, they brought with them the 
cultural logic of their social networks as well as the actual amici who made up 
such networks. In an ascetic context, such friends and practices were inscribed 
with a new spiritual competitiveness. Reconsideration of the lives of Melania the 
Elder and her namesake, as imagined by male authors, brings to light the unstable 
delineation of material and spiritual inheritance that arose more broadly as aristo-
crats joined the monastic milieu in the fourth and fifth centuries.
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Th e Life of Melania the Younger is replete with emotional language and emotion-
ally charged interactions between characters. Desire, zeal, grief, distress, and other 
feelings paradoxically drive events in a narrative about a woman exceedingly suc-
cessful in the art of self-control. Emotions are even vehicles for implementing the 
Lord’s work here on earth. Th is chapter examines the function of emotions at the 
intersection of gender, class, and religion in the Life of Melania the Younger within 
the context of late antique hagiography, which typically privileged desire, grief, 
and maternal love as the standard feminine emotional repertoire. From Cicero to 
Plutarch and beyond, emotional exchanges in ancient texts oft en functioned as 
signs of intimacy; the language of aff ect could express aff ection for the audience, 
drawing it in to the world of the author’s or orator’s relationship with the person 
about whom he wrote (and that author or orator was almost always male).1 Broach-
ing the feeling—whether love, joy, grief, or some other emotion—opened up a 
space for intimacy and exchange between author and reader, orator and audience. 
It reinforced bonds between already intimate parties or wove new threads between 
previously unknown dialogue partners.

The prominence of emotional exchanges and expression in saints’ lives like 
the Life of Melania the Younger led some to compare hagiography to the ancient 
romance. As Elizabeth A. Clark has noted in her commentary on the Life, early 
Christian hagiography’s explicitly instructional nature differentiates it from the 
genre of the ancient novel, no matter how many romantic tropes they share.2 The 
Life, in fact, provides a handbook of elite emotional behavior for the emerging 
Christian ascetic set. Through the figure of Melania, the Life presents a woman 
deft at the art of public and private self-fashioning, strategically managing her own 
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emotions while eliciting the desired emotional response among the people she 
encounters.

Melania the woman proves to her audience that the ascetic life of renuncia-
tion remains nonetheless a life of deep affect. Moreover, given the gender conven-
tions in ancient emotional theories, in which elite male patrons were allowed a 
different range of emotional expression than were women, the Life presents an 
expansive emotional world for elite ascetic women. Melania has access to the per-
suasive powers of both feminine and masculine emotional expression and deploys 
them as one would expect of an ancient sage or hero. As literary protagonist, she 
also serves as a role model for her female readers and admirers to imitate. What 
emerges from the Life is an aristocratic hero, created in part out of her own very 
particular circumstances but nonetheless a paragon of virtue for women to come.

MEL ANIA AND MASCULINIT Y

To understand emotions and their role in the Life, we must fi rst understand the 
intersection of gender with the other subject positions that Melania occupied, 
since the relationship between aff ect and virtue in late antiquity depended on a 
person’s gender, education, and class. Sociological theory refers to the interlocking 
aspects of identity (such as race, class, and gender) experienced by one individual 
as “intersectionality.” In her seminal article on the concept, Kimberlé Crenshaw 
argued that late twentieth-century identity politics “frequently confl ates or ignores 
intragroup diff erences,” especially diff erences among women that are infl ected by 
class and race.3 Crenshaw’s work is dedicated to understanding the compounding 
eff ects of intersectionality on the oppression of women of color in modern Amer-
ica, and her research examines violence against women of color. A study of Mela-
nia the Younger must of course look at the reverse side of this coin: the way class 
and other forms of identity (such as family legacy) accord her privileges unavail-
able to all women (and result in the exploitation of other women, such as her 
slaves).4 Following Crenshaw, we cannot comprehend a person’s identity in his or 
her culture in singular terms; our understandings of ourselves, and the individual 
and institutional interactions that we experience, result from an intersection of 
multiple modern identities: gender, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, religion, 
and so forth. Likewise, late antique identities were constituted by multiple factors, 
and Melania the Younger stood squarely at the intersections of class (extreme 
wealth), gender, status (itself an intersection of multiple categories: free, citizen, 
senatorial family), and religious identity (Christian). As Clark has argued, late 
antique ascetic women pushed against the constraints imposed on their gender by 
renouncing many of the socially constructed trappings of womanhood, particu-
larly marriage (which brought with it wifely obedience) and motherhood (which 
tied women down physically, economically, and socially).5 Th e Life represents 
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Melania the Younger as leveraging her wealthy status to shift  the terms of another 
aspect of her identity: her gender. As chapters in this volume by Catherine Chin 
and Andrew Jacobs attest, Melania’s family was among the richest of the ancient 
Roman elite, if not the richest.6

According to the Life, Melania’s wealth, including her renunciation of her wealth, 
was linked both to her identity as an elite wife and mother and to her ability speak 
and act in ways often reserved for men. Such behavior included the gendered 
expectations for both expressing feelings and eliciting emotions. As Clark notes in 
her study of Melania and her ascetic compatriots: “The fact that these women lived 
in a fashion similar to that of male monastics gave them freedom to pursue activi-
ties that would not have been considered entirely proper for Christian matrons 
in the world, activities that were for the ascetic women not only permitted, but 
sanctioned, by churchmen.”7 Women like Melania were “manly,” shrugging off 
the trappings of womanhood for more masculine qualities.8 Even the narrator of 
the Life praises the “manly deeds of this blessed woman” (ta tēs makarias tautēs 
andragathēmata), including her “zeal” (ton zēlon) for orthodoxy, enthusiasm for 
bodily scourging and self-flagellation, humility, cheap clothing, and temperance.9 
Wealth enabled Melania’s gender-bending by giving her the resources to travel, to 
request audiences with influential people, and to establish her monastery. Wealth 
intersected with gender and status to her advantage. But it also provided a very 
gendered temptation to renounce. According to the Life, when Melania donned an 
expensive dress, she broke out in inflammation from the embroidery.10 Through 
her asceticism, she had become simply allergic to wealth!

Melania thus straddles the identities of late antique matron and patron. Mela-
nia’s money and her renunciation of it in service to the church (i.e., giving copious 
resources for churches and other “religious projects”) “gave voice” to one “rich in 
funds but poor in other status determinants”—namely gender. Ascetic women’s 
renunciation of their femininity—and especially their elite femininity—opened 
some doors typically labeled “men only,” but not the door to the priesthood. 
Ascetic matrons like Melania became “patrons, not priests,” eclipsing in authority 
and influence their poorer sisters as well as their class-compatriots who remained 
traditionally married matrons.11

Even the empress praises Melania’s scorning of privilege, placing her on the 
golden throne and exhorting an audience: “She has rather even bridled nature 
itself and delivered herself to death daily, demonstrating to everyone by her very 
deeds that before God, woman is not surpassed by man in anything that per-
tains to virtue, if her decision is strong.”12 The empress, the very pinnacle of elite 
womanhood—and quite possibly the only one among Melania’s contemporaries 
to surpass her in wealth and influence—praises the matron for transcending her 
femininity. Though in doing so, she simultaneously naturalizes women’s inferior-
ity to men, by characterizing Melania’s virtue as containing and taming “nature 
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itself ” (tēn physin autēn). (Gerontius, the narrator, perhaps takes a page from Pal-
ladius’s Lausiac History, which famously describes her grandmother Melania the 
Elder as a “female man of God.”)13

In her ascetic discipline, especially, Melania represented the very model of pre-
modern masculinity, honing spirit and body in constant “combats” against temp-
tation and the devil. The Life repeatedly describes her and her husband Pinian’s 
renunciation as a “combat” or “contest,” evoking the image of the athlete or even 
martyr in the arena.14 The heroes of those contests were often coded as mascu-
line even if they had been born female, as L. Stephanie Cobb has demonstrated.15 
Gerontius carefully depicts his heroine as a manly heir to the martyrs. In her 
Jerusalem monastery, she “shut herself up in a tiny cell” in order to pursue “even 
greater contests” than she could among the general monastic population.16 This 
withdrawal seems a variation on the Life of Antony, in which the Egyptian monk 
repeatedly withdrew ever deeper into the desert—at one point walling himself 
up in a tomb, and at another barricading himself in a desert fortress for twenty 
years.17 For like Antony, Melania could not isolate herself completely, because her 
fellow monastics continued to seek her out for her teachings. In her fights against 
the devil, writes Gerontius, she “clothed herself in virtues as a garment” so that 
“the hostile powers did not trouble her, for they were able to find nothing of their 
own in her.” She had imitated the angels, who welcomed her, as well as the proph-
ets and apostles, but especially the martyrs, “whose combats she had voluntarily 
endured.”18 Melania’s husband, Pinian, too is portrayed as a combatant who waged 
the good fight as an ascetic before expiring; his death spurred his widow on to 
“contesting even more.”19 Her “combats” then provide inspiration to her male nar-
rator; remembering her valiance, seeking to imitate it, and calling upon her in 
prayer gives Gerontius the strength for his own battles.20

Even Melania’s acts as a patron constitute individual battles in a larger war waged 
against the devil. Divesting herself of her wealth (in the service of the church) 
requires repeated contests with Satan, to the point where she even reportedly yells 
at him about a coastal bath she owns.21 The devil is so envious of her “spiritual love” 
that he attacks her ally, the empress, by causing Eudoxia to twist her foot. Melania 
prays and fasts with the virgins in her community until the pain recedes; embold-
ened, she then continues “fighting” against the devil.22 Her strength in combat 
ultimately overcomes even nature itself. On a trip home during a harsh winter, her 
prayer is the “very strong weapon” that overcomes the winter elements threaten-
ing the travelers and their voyage.23 Eventually, she successfully fends off a sin to 
which prominent ascetics are especially susceptible—that of arrogance, a sin that 
the Life equates to the devil himself.24 Even her conversion of her pagan uncle to 
Christianity becomes part of this narrative of lifelong combat, one of many “other 
battles” that subsequently “fell to her, greater than the earlier labors.”25 Mascu-
linity itself—even for men—was not a stable characteristic but rather something 
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achieved through contest and competition; masculinity was constantly made and 
remade, attained and reattained in the public view. As Maud Gleason has argued: 
“Manliness was not a birthright. It was something that had to be won.”26 Melania 
proved a champion over and over.

Her manly mettle as a soldier for Christ appears nowhere more clearly than at 
her death. The bishop and anchorites who assemble at her deathbed praise her for 
her heroic strength over the years. “You have fought the good fight on earth,” they 
recite. “Go with joy to the Lord, as all the angels rejoice.”27 This lifetime of “fighting 
the good fight” thus culminates in the vita with an account of what in antiquity was 
known as a “good death.”28 According to the narrator, Melania faces her impend-
ing demise with strength, not weakness; with understanding, not fear; with wis-
dom, not shock. And throughout the account of her steady progress toward death, 
the female saint outmans her male narrator and the male clerics and monks who 
attend her final moments. Though “severe pain gripped her body,” she remained 
“a truly noble woman” (hē alēthōs gennaia, kai tauta tōn chalepōn ekeinōn odynōn 
haptomenōn autēs tou sōmatos) of “undoubting heart” (adistaktō kardia).29 In these 
last days, Melania exhibits masculine virtue in imitation of the martyrs, whose 
perseverance and power Cobb has described as follows: “Having made the choice 
to die, Christians had only to persevere in the good death to embody masculine 
virtus. . . . When the martyrs ‘received the fury of the adversary’ and ‘beheld the 
passion of the enemy,’ they responded like noble athletes and gladiators, models of 
masculinity: they focused on dying with honor.”30 Candida Moss concurs, observ-
ing about the classical Greek and Roman notions of virtue: “The good death also 
provided an opportunity to prove, decisively, one’s worth and manliness. Dying 
well with dignified self-control was long considered the mark of a good soldier.”31

It was not only men who laid claim to the classical tradition of the noble death. 
Women, too, shared in this heritage, albeit with some disturbing wrinkles. As Moss 
argues, women’s deaths in ancient literature typically served two very gendered 
social logics. They often died a “good death” in the face of victimization, whether 
gendered or sexual, or both—the most famous of these being of course Lucretia, 
who committed suicide after her rape. Or a woman’s virtuous death shamed (and 
brought to light) the less virtuous behavior of men in her narrative.32 Rather than 
heroes in their own right, such women served (and died to serve) primarily as foils 
for unheroic men. Although no Lucretia, Melania the Younger certainly functions 
as a foil to the men in the story. Although ill and nearing death, Melania none-
theless attends the morning liturgies, mustering the strength to remain standing 
throughout the chanting of the hymns; Gerontius, however, tells us he stands in 
anguish and distress, worried about the living saint.33 Learning of the severity of 
her sickness, the bishop of Jerusalem, accompanied by various clergy, visits her on 
her last day, and Melania receives the Eucharist from him. Whereas he is troubled 
and distressed, she perseveres.34 And then in the moments before her death, when 
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the bishop and monks praise her “good fight,” she expresses acceptance, dying 
“gently and peaceably, in joy and exaltation,” as they confess their anxiety: “But we 
are greatly distressed that we will be separated from your beneficient presence.”35 
Gerontius at one point compares her perseverance to that of an “expert runner 
who having come round the stadium desires the trophy.”36 Melania, the manly 
fighter and competitor for Christ in her activities in life, remains so to the end, 
a model of discipline and virtue who outstrips her male contemporaries in these 
qualities.

EMOTIONS

Melania’s self-control at the end of her life—in the face of physical pain, personal 
loss, and death—exemplifi es the ideals of emotional expression ascribed to the 
elites of the ancient world. A person’s character was revealed in the way he or she 
faced and reacted to adversity. Th e Life portrays a Melania whose responses are 
steeped in Stoic notions of virtue and proper aff ect, and—what is more interest-
ing—responses expected from both men and women. As Maria Doerfl er’s chapter 
in this volume argues, Melania serves some social roles coded distinctly as femi-
nine in the ancient world. Indeed, in the Life, she reacts to events as both man and 
woman, exposing a range of emotional expression not usually expected of or allot-
ted to women, especially in hagiography.

The Life of Melania the Younger draws broadly on ancient emotional theories, 
but especially on those most commonly categorized as Stoic. The saint often (and 
especially at her death) epitomizes the sage, a model of virtue that is aspirational 
even if not always achieved—as Margaret S. Graver describes it: “Courage, intel-
ligence, fairness, and self-control are possibilities inherent in our rational nature, 
even if we in our current condition do not properly exemplify them.”37 Melania 
performs the ideal, while the monks and clerics around her are the “we” who 
fail to embody full virtue. The Stoic theories of emotions hinged on a distinction 
between feeling or affect and emotions, the latter involving judgments in response 
to perceived events. Feelings could be involuntary and natural (such as the sense 
of loss upon the death of a loved one) and thus were not necessarily inappropriate. 
Emotions, however, were regarded as volitional—one assents to certain responses 
and feelings with a judgment. Emotions (pathē) were viewed as inappropriate 
responses to circumstances: anger, for example, is a dangerous and destructive 
emotion because it overrides a person’s rational responses. Anger is volitional, and 
people can train themselves to respond without anger.38 Eupatheiai, in contrast, 
were desirable affective responses, such as friendship and some forms of love, 
expressed as a result of good judgment.39 An examination of zeal, desire, love, dis-
tress, and grief and sadness in the Life demonstrates that Melania’s regulation of 
her affective responses positions her as a sage.
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The gender dimensions of a courageous, wise, just, and disciplined sage are 
complex. As Margaret Graver and Martha Nussbaum have argued, Stoic theory 
posits a philosophical school and way of life open to men and women; the female 
sage was not an oxymoron.40 As in so many cases, however, practice does not always 
live up to its theoretical principles.41 As Gretchen Reydams-Schils has argued, for 
example: “According to Seneca, women are by nature more prone to lack of self-
control, to moral weakness, and to the passions in general: they are more easily 
broken by excessive grief (Cons. Marc. 7.3); they get carried away by anger (Clem. 
1.5.5); they are too soft in compassion (Clem. 2.5.1); they are incontinent in luxury 
and debauchery, and manipulative in trying to realize misguided ambitions.”42 
Melania, most notably, embodies none of these feminine failings. A particularly 
“womanly” virtue is “chastity and restraint” (pudicitia), which Melania does pos-
sess in spades.43 The regulation of the self in public, in terms of rhetoric, body 
language, and feelings, is part of the performance of a civic identity and status, 
one that is bound up in expectations for men and their manhood, as Gleason has 
argued.44 Melania, while a monastic, is a public patron for the church, and thus 
she performs a very masculine identity at times, even while maintaining her very 
feminine identity as a woman.

Melania the Younger’s typical emotional state is one of equilibrium, albeit occa-
sionally punctuated by more extreme expressions. As we discovered when exam-
ining her death, Melania’s self-control usually appears as a foil to other characters’ 
distress—or rather, their distress functions as a foil to her equanimity, highlight-
ing her saintly discipline. The ancients regarded distress among the negative pas-
sions, pathē.45 Occasionally, however, Melania herself experiences it, usually in the 
context of her ascetic renunciation of wealth, and it is always tempered by some 
contextual justification, or the saint’s subsequent maturity in virtue, or both. For 
example, as a young woman, Melania becomes “distressed” (hē de pany lypētheisa) 
when people discover that she has secretly been wearing a “coarse woolen gar-
ment” under her silk dress.46 Similarly, the narrator describes Melania and Pinian’s 
struggle to divest themselves of their substantial property as a “battle” against the 
devil himself, who is tempting them with wealth. They were “vexed and distressed” 
(dysphorountes te kai thlibomenoi) as well as extremely “upset” (lypoumenoi sph-
odra) by this combat; ultimately, however, the distress gives way to “great relief 
and ineffable joy” over the “future repose” that God promises them upon their 
renunciation of so much of their riches.47 Although Melania exhibits emotions that 
Cicero might disdain (such as lypē), these tests build her virtue and strength.48 
Moreover, she also experiences one of the most cherished of eupatheiai, joy.49 
Likewise, soon after, the Life describes her as “upset” (edysphoroun) during her 
fight against the devil, but she then runs “sober-minded” (nēpsasa eutheōs edra-
mon) for help from God through prayer.50 These accounts portray a Melania who 
experienced distress before the establishment of her monastery in Jerusalem but 
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then continued to grow in virtue. The founding of an ascetic community seems a 
milestone in her journey toward sagelike perfection; she experiences few negative 
emotions after this point.

On one notable occasion Melania feels passions associated with anger or dis-
tress after founding her monastery: when she is traveling through North Africa. 
Upon leaving Tripoli, she becomes “very upset” (sphodra ek toutou lypētheisa) to 
learn that an official will not release her animals for travel. Her status, however, 
is soon recovered, for the official catches up to her party seven miles out of town 
to apologize; he lowers himself to his knees, embraces her feet, and “amid many 
tears” asks for her forgiveness.51 Melania’s fit of pique over her travel inconven-
ience, thus, is soon overshadowed by a more dramatic scene in which gender per-
formance is reversed in a display of the maintenance of late antique status: the man 
prostrates himself tearfully before the wealthy female patron. Class trumps gender. 
With the final episode as the exception, the Life describes these moments of inap-
propriate or uncontrolled emotion as occurring before she moves to Jerusalem and 
establishes her monastery—before she matures in her role as ascetic sage.

This pattern holds for other emotional outbursts, as well, particularly those of 
grief. Early in the Life, Melania pleads with her husband, Pinian, to release her 
from her marriage vows in order that she can live a celibate life. The narrator 
describes her as “beg(ging) her husband with much piteous wailing,” signaling an 
emotional constellation of grief, sadness, and remorse—remorse for having lost 
her virginity in the first place.52 This “piteous wailing” is coded as feminine both in 
its substance and in its context; wailing and excessive grief are hallmarks of wom-
anly lament.53 The exceptions in the Christian tradition, of course, are male bibli-
cal exemplars who wail in lament. The context of Melania’s wailing—her sexual-
ity—underscores the feminine nature of this act in her vita. As an ascetic woman, 
Melania seeks to pursue the virtue of pudicitia to its furthest limit, and laments 
her loss of virginity. The Stoic sage, however, does not indulge in such expressions 
of remorse: the sage judges that nothing can be done to reverse a past action, and 
thus does not feel regret. The average person, however, could and should experi-
ence remorse. In Graver’s estimation, “One would expect that remorse would be 
a very frequent experience for the nonwise, provided they see their situation with 
some degree of accuracy. From the standpoint of theory, the ordinary person is 
always in line for remorse, since everything ordinary people do is an expression 
of our flawed epistemic state.”54 Remorse, therefore, may be an appropriate feeling 
for the average person, but its presence is also a sign that such a person is not yet a 
sage.55 The Platonists, in contrast, found remorse followed by repentance a useful 
tool for training the character.56 Melania’s wailing over her lost virginity is appro-
priate in both philosophical contexts; her regret proves she has not yet reached 
ascetic perfection and can cultivate her virtue along the way. Moreover, Melania’s 
remorse works in multiple registers. She cannot undo the past, but her audience 
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can (and should) benefit from her emotionality in order to learn not to repeat her 
mistake; the audience learns the proper choices on the path to ascetic perfection 
or (if already consecrated virgins) sees in her regret a validation of their decision.

At two other key moments, the young Melania grieves. In the Latin Stoic tradi-
tion, grief and, especially, tears are not in and of themselves negative. Seneca and 
Cicero agree that upon the loss of a loved one the wise person will experience 
tears, an involuntary bodily movement as a result of a wholly natural feeling (not 
a judgment leading to an emotion); Seneca argued that the sage weeps voluntary 
tears, ones that are controlled, mixed with joy, conscious, and willful.57 Upon the 
death of her mother, Melania spends a year fasting and mourning, which seems 
both controlled and volitional as well as culturally appropriate for a daughter. 
When Pinian dies, in contrast, Melania succumbs to what may seem extreme grief, 
“wearing herself out in fasting, vigils, and intense sorrow” for four years.58 These 
years of sadness prove to be a stage in her journey toward perfect virtue; they 
end when she is “aroused by divine zeal” (theiō zēlō kinētheisa epethymēsen) and 
is inspired to establish her ascetic community in Jerusalem. Divine intervention 
transitions her into the sage, who then spends much of her life consoling others 
in their grief (including grief over her own impending demise).59 Her mourning 
straddles two ancient definitions of elite decorum. Even people who do not count 
themselves among the Stoics might find four years excessive, yet that extensive 
grief fulfilled her wifely duty of devotion to her dead husband.

Melania the monastic also serves as a hagiographic model for expressing 
eupatheiai, good feelings. Her otherwise controlled demeanor is regularly punctu-
ated by moments of zeal, desire, and joy, which are almost always coded as virtu-
ous. While she and Pinian early on struggle to keep from “surrender(ing) [them]
selves to sensuality” and sexual desire, their “burning desire” for God so swells 
that the devil himself becomes jealous of them.60 According to Gerontius, the saint 
reoriented her desire from wealth and physical love to more appropriate objects. 
She displayed “zeal” for orthodoxy while her heart “burned even more strongly 
with the divine fire.” She distributed her wealth to charity “eagerly” and felt ardor 
for God.61 Her love might be “overwhelming,” but it was reserved for “learning,” 
God, and the spiritual welfare of others.62 It was also love as agapē, philos, and 
prothymia.63 Reverence for the gods, which Christian literature often codes as fear 
of God, and love (love, at least, toward friends and family, and even erōs directed 
toward beauty) both count among the eupatheiai for the ancients.64 Melania’s 
“zeal” (zēlos, typically a negative feeling, in the ancient world) wanes in favor of 
these other more virtuous expressions of love. And here The Life of Melania’s emo-
tional world conforms clearly to ancient theories of affect: the valence of feelings as 
virtuous or not depends on their object and the judgment made about that object, 
the judgment inherent in the feeling triggered by it.65 Gerontius’s understanding 
of Melania’s own virtue, and her status as a model for imitation, stems in no small 
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part from what he regards as her superior judgment. The objects of his sage’s affec-
tions are Christian beauty: God, orthodoxy, and virtue itself. Although zeal is a 
feeling of some ambivalence in the ancient world, containing within it a sense of 
excess that makes it in its very nature inappropriate, Melania’s channeling of zeal 
toward its only appropriate objects—God and his will—makes zeal instead a sign 
of Christian self-control and volitional virtue.

Melania, of course, does not always model perfection for her audience. As 
a young woman, she burns with the passion of youth, and she becomes “vexed 
and distressed” in the battle against Satan over relinquishing her wealth.66 These 
moments typically occur, however, during her earlier years, and so these moments 
of imperfection plot the progress of the sage. She models for her audience the path 
to perfection.

MEL ANIA AND HER SAINTLY SISTERS

Melania’s self-fashioning (or rather, Gerontius’s fashioning of Melania) as both 
feminine and masculine opens up a range of representations oft en not allowed to 
female saints, particularly in the realm of feeling, emotion, and aff ect. Some of the 
best-known lives of holy women are those of repentant harlots, Pelagia, Mary of 
Egypt, and Mary niece of Abraham. Mary and Pelagia, in particular, perform 
remarkable feats of asceticism: Pelagia’s reputation for her numerous “virtuous 
deeds” and fame as a monk “perfect in his service” spread widely; Mary of Egypt’s 
sanctity enabled her to imitate Christ and walk on water.67 Th ese feats come at 
some expense, however. Th ese women are paragons of the “extremes of sinfulness 
and sanctity” seen in much hagiography about women, especially the penitent 
harlots who experience lives of utter holiness only aft er extricating themselves 
from the depths of sin.68 Melania’s Life, however, complicates this trajectory and 
instead presents a woman whose holiness and perfection are not solely predicated 
on a rejection of her past. Melania as sage is patron and matron, an elite woman 
who won the battle with the demons of wealth without actually living in extreme 
poverty and renunciation. Virginia Burrus’s work on the hagiography of harlotry 
has exploded the binary of sin and sanctifi cation, and has challenged interpreta-
tions of the penitent harlots’ hagiography that plot them exclusively on a linear 
continuum from extreme depravity to holy renunciation. What marks the 
harlots in both their “before” and “aft er” portraits, she argues, is their desire and 
seduction.69

Melania’s journey from wife and mother to monastic is indeed marked by 
renunciation and deprivation alongside desire and zeal. But unlike the harlots’ 
journey, it is marked by tears issued most often not out of regret, which is an 
emotion steeped in a sense of wrongdoing and irreconcilable error; though the 
harlots’ sanctification peaks along with their desire for God (as witnessed by Mary 
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of Egypt’s ability to walk on water, for example), their bodies continue to bear 
witness to their mistakes, whether that testimony is through tears, emaciation, or 
a gender disguise. Burrus observes that their passion burns their entire lives, and 
so too do their mistakes live on with them despite this arc of repentance. Neither 
they nor the reader can ever be allowed to forget that they are deeply flawed, and 
this memory is reinforced through their range of emotional expressions. Melania’s 
tears flow from a grief that is no flaw in her character. Even her lamentation for her 
own loss of virginity appears as a cameo in the story of her life, something easily 
recognized by the audience the moment it appears but fundamentally an orna-
mentation on the narrative, not its central character. Melania exhibits self-control 
but not a life free of affect. As a sage, she has wide range of affective feelings, in 
some ways perhaps wider than the emotionally expressive harlots, whose particu-
lar desire and regretful grief burn so brightly as to blind them and the reader to 
other emotions. Love, zeal, grief, humility, fear, desire, and even distress are all 
open to Melania. She models for her readers not self-control’s extinguishing of 
affect but instead its virtuous deployment of affect.

Melania’s emotional life seems positively effusive when compared with that of 
another famous female saint, Macrina, sister of the Cappadocian Fathers Basil and 
Gregory of Nyssa. In fact, Melania may be more fairly matched with Macrina for 
a comparison than with the penitent harlots, since Macrina also was born to a 
wealthy, politically influential family. Macrina is the saint most commonly seen as 
a female sage, in the vita penned by her brother but even more so in his treatise On 
the Soul and the Resurrection. Like Diotoma schooling Socrates, Macrina imparts 
wisdom to her male companions in the latter text.70 And like Melania, Macrina 
often expresses a very distinctively masculine subjectivity alongside her feminized 
philosophical fecundity.71 Her characterization is so stylized that Clark has ques-
tioned whether we learn much about the authentic Macrina from either text.72

The representation of Macrina as sage in the Life does not position her as teacher 
to a symposium of philosophers, but her sagelike persona persists nonetheless, per-
haps even rising to the status of a Stoic stereotype or caricature. The Macrina of the 
Life rarely expresses feelings of any stripe, much less the eschewed pathē of sadness, 
excessive lamentation, or inappropriate desire. Only upon her deathbed (where she 
dies a good death, like Melania) does she feel the love of God as “bridegroom” for 
her and in her turn voice a love for God herself. She shows eagerness and desire 
only for the Lord and only at this moment. But even then, when her heart is “hurry-
ing” toward what she “desired,” the vita frames her feelings as a quest for virtue: “For 
in very truth her course was directed towards virtue, and nothing else could divert 
her attention.”73 When her brother Naucratis dies, she teaches her own mother to 
be “brave” rather than to succumb to the “abyss of grief.” The model of “steadfast-
ness and imperturbability,” Macrina understandably has a “natural affection” for her 
brother but nonetheless “conquer[s] nature” and becomes “superior to her sorrow,” 
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exhibiting a “rational spirit.” With Macrina’s support, and with her example to fol-
low, “her mother was not overwhelmed by the affliction (pros to pathos), nor did she 
behave in any ignoble and womanish way, so as to cry out at the calamity, or tear her 
dress, or lament over the trouble, or strike up funeral chants with mournful melo-
dies. On the contrary, she resisted the impulses of nature.”74 Indeed, Macrina’s entire 
ascetic practice is based upon the extinction of emotions, and so she instructed the 
virgins in her charge: “For no anger or jealousy, no hatred or pride, was observed 
in their midst, nor anything else of this nature, since they had cast away all vain 
desires for honour and glory, all vanity, arrogance and the like. Continence was 
their luxury, and obscurity their glory.”75

C ONCLUSION:  MEL ANIA’S  AUDIENCE

Melania thus emerges from her Life as a woman who has mastered sōphrosynē 
without sacrifi cing a life of aff ect and aff ectionate connections with others. Her 
complicated performance of gender, class, and emotion comes in the context of 
hagiography—the readers and listeners are her audience, and hagiography is, of 
course, instructional and mimetic. Th e text functions as a handbook for the ascetic 
set, especially the women who may be reading or hearing the hagiography in their 
own ascetic communities. And while her vita traffi  cs in some traditional tropes 
seen in the other lives of ascetic women, it also off ers ascetic women a distinctive 
model of a range of virtuous emotions, one in which aff ective expression is not 
incongruous with the perfection, wisdom, and virtue they seek to achieve.

Imagining the Melania of the Life as a role model for others is tricky, how-
ever. Even among other elite women, Melania the Younger stood out. She was not 
among what we in the early twenty-first century may call the “one percent”; her 
status was even more rarified, with stratospheric wealth perhaps surpassed only 
by the imperial house. In that way, Melania is the Angelina Jolie of the ancient 
world—a finely wrapped package of femininity, wealth, and influence completely 
out of reach for the average woman, even the average ascetic woman. Like Jolie, 
Melania at times transgressed gender norms, and yet she also represented the ideal 
Roman matron at the same time, and her fame reached across the empire centuries 
before the phenomenon of mass media.76

Contemporary studies of the relationships between female fans and women 
media celebrities may be helpful for understanding the way that Melania’s hagio-
graphical representation affected the ascetic women who read her Life, despite the 
obvious differences between late antiquity and our digital, consumerist age. For 
we have little access to the female audience who read, listened to, and discussed 
together the account of their more famous and widely revered ascetic sister. Did 
they identify with her despite vast differences in social status? Did reading her Life 
affect their perceptions of the range of possibilities for their own lives?
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Recent scholarship on media consumption and celebrity-fan culture suggests 
the answer to both questions is yes. In their study of movie consumers watching 
film clips that depicted stereotypically “attractive” and “unattractive” actresses act-
ing in ways culturally coded as aggressive or masculine, Laramie D. Taylor and Tif-
fanie Setters concluded: “Watching a female protagonist behave aggressively was 
found to activate stereotypically masculine gender role expectations for women, 
but only when the protagonist was stereotypically physically attractive.” In other 
words, this combination of aggression with traditional attractiveness increased 
women’s acceptance of other women taking on both masculine and feminine 
“gender role expectations.” Moreover, they state: “The effect on endorsement of 
stereotypically masculine expectations was partially mediated by the perception 
that the protagonist was a good role model for women.”77 Melania the Younger, of 
course, does not dress like Angelina Jolie in Tomb Raider (rather the opposite, in 
fact), nor does she “aggressively” carry a physical weapon. She is, however, a “good 
role model for women” who also acts in ways that are not passive, and not uni-
formly culturally coded as stereotypically feminine, such as when she lives among 
the monks of Nitria as a man would.78 At times she even acts “aggressively,” as in 
her repeated combats against the devil or even when she insists that a monk accept 
her donation of gold after he has resolutely refused.79 Her prayer is her “very strong 
weapon,” powerful enough to defeat even nature itself.80 Therefore, this study is 
suggestive that the “effects of exposure” to women who are simultaneously cul-
turally “attractive” and actively transgressing some of their culture’s gender stere-
otypes indeed affects women’s views on how it is and is not appropriate for them 
to behave in society.

In addition, the work of Melissa Click and her coauthors Hyunji Lee and Holly 
Holladay on the fan-celebrity relationship between Lady Gaga and her “Little 
Monsters” argues that these relationships are formative for the media “consum-
ers’ ” self-identity and self-fashioning. Summarizing recent scholarship on mul-
timedia, they write: “Fans use objects or texts (like books, television shows, or 
celebrities) for self-reflection, essentially fashioning them into mirrors. Fans both 
mimic and see themselves in such objects.”81 Click, Lee, and Holladay follow the 
work of Jackie Stacey, whose book Star Gazing: Hollywood Cinema and Female 
Spectatorship argued that women spectators of 1940s and 1950s films acknowledged 
the differences between themselves and the female movie stars they followed, and 
that their perceived connection with these celebrities involved a constant negotia-
tion of these differences, a negotiation between self and Other that at times led 
to women feeling as though they could escape or transcend their own situations 
and at other times identify with the celebrity to mobilize their own behavior.82 The 
research of Click and her coauthors confirms this interplay between spectator and 
media figure on the part of the media consumer; Lady Gaga fans’ identification 
with their socially and politically provocative celebrity idol generated material, 
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political benefits. It “helped them survive the regular bullying and marginalization 
that they have experienced and endured because they were seen as different.”83 
Social media “amplifies” the relationship of “reciprocity” in the imagined relation-
ship with the celebrity, since Lady Gaga can communicate directly with her Little 
Monsters through Twitter, YouTube, and other interactive vehicles of digital com-
munications. Yet, the authors note, this is an amplification of a trend seen in other 
media, even in other cultures besides the North American.84

We therefore may imagine late antique ascetic women reading the Life of Mela-
nia, identifying with its protagonist, recognizing the class differences, and none-
theless finding validation in her for their own behavior and emotional expression 
that might not conform to feminine gender norms. What is more, as a didactic 
and mimetic text, the Life provides a guide to women for navigating the emotional 
landscape of the ascetic life. Melania provides both a beacon to women seeking to 
achieve her sage status and also, especially in her earlier years, glimpses into alter-
native emotional paths that other ascetics can learn to avoid or, following Melania’s 
ultimate success, learn to overcome. Melania the Younger was one of a kind, both 
in her life and in her hagiographic representation. Yet she likely served as a paragon 
of masculine and feminine virtue for a much wider population of ascetic women.

NOTES

I would like to express my appreciation to Catherine M. Chin and L. Stephanie Cobb, whose comments 
have greatly improved this piece.
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as we saw in the previous section, Christians like the Melanias, who renounced 
physical comfort and voluntarily embraced a practice of extreme physical self-
denial, could become wildly famous and sought-aft er fi gures in late antiquity. Yet 
this denial, and the popular descriptions of it, introduce a fundamental paradox: 
explaining what it meant to deny the importance of the body oft en also meant 
indulging in long, lingering descriptions of bodies that had undergone the rigors 
of denial. Descriptions of illness untreated, injuries left  to fester, near-deaths 
ignored, desires cut off  completely—all are staples of early Christian ascetic litera-
ture. Ascetic writing dwells on the frail, desiring body and its meanings at the 
same time as it attempts to see the human body as both the location of, and the 
opportunity for, spiritual transformation. Th e two essays in this section describe 
two ways in which early Christians thought about the bodies of the Melanias in 
deeply physical and deeply spiritual ways. First, they introduce us to some of the 
hard facts of physical life in the early Christian world, and they ask: What did it 
mean to practice “renunciation” of the body in a world in which mortality rates 
were, by our standards, incomprehensibly high? At a time when modern medicine 
simply did not exist? When pain and discomfort were constant facts of daily life 
for the entire population, not just for the poor or disenfranchised? Second, they 
consider how the Melanias, and people like them, tried to translate the hardships 
and dangers of physical life into valued spiritual realities. What might it mean, and 
how would it feel, to have “spiritual children” rather than physical ones? To pursue 
“spiritual health” rather than physical? Th ese chapters examine how bodily frailty 
in the time of the Melanias could become a way to imagine spiritual power but 
could also be seen as a sign of interior spiritual weakness.
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First, Maria Doerfl er asks how the social role of the mother was reimagined in 
the ascetic context. Motherhood had long been among the essential roles for elite 
Roman women, and both Melania the Elder and Melania the Younger themselves 
felt the expectation that they would experience childbirth and motherhood. Th eir 
interactions with other women are repeatedly described by their biographers as 
contributions to households and families, although the defi nitions of household 
and family in these Melanian texts are complex. Asceticism’s call to renunciation 
threatened to undermine or devalue the function of maternity, or at least its natu-
ral, biological manifestation. Doerfl er argues that, by describing female ascetics’ 
relationships, particularly with other women, in terms of spiritual motherhood, 
and the creation of spiritual households, late ancient writers attempted to salvage 
a well-established cultural ideal, the ideal of the Roman mother, for new paths of 
Christian thought.

Next, Kristi Upson-Saia examines how the idea of wounds and wounding, and 
the roles of physician and patient, shaped early Christian relationships. In a social 
context in which illness and injuries were the norm, and in which medical inter-
ventions were prized, wounding and healing provided an eff ective set of symbols 
for articulating the spiritual injuries of sin and heresy, as well as the spiritual rem-
edies of contrition, repentance, and church discipline. Th e concepts of sin and 
heresy were structured on the qualities of the wound—painful, ugly, smelly; disor-
dering mind and body; threatening to spread; and leading to mortifi cation and 
death. Th ese qualities were recalled in order to generate a similar abhorrence for 
behaviors and ideas proscribed by the church. Further, Christians were exhorted 
to endure painful healing processes (framed as similar to the painful medical 
treatments of wounds) in order to restore the individual, as well as the fractured 
community, to full health and unity. Th e idea of the ascetic fi gure, like Melania, as 
“wounded by divine love” provides a double-edged metaphor for describing both 
the literal, physical hardships of the renunciant, and the spiritual injuries that she 
must overcome to be fully transformed.

Th ese chapters bring to light how fundamental physical diff erences between the 
late ancient world and our own could structure the pursuit of an ascetic lifestyle 
that oft en seems strange and outlandish to modern eyes. Th e Melanias were 
extraordinary fi gures, but they were fi gures whose spiritual heroism was under-
stood in terms of an ancient way of life that is hard for us to grasp completely. 
Modern understandings of pain, parenthood, illness, death, and grief do not 
translate easily into the lives of ancient Christians. Instead, to understand how 
early Christians understood their bodies, and how their bodies could become 
holy, we must expand our view to include the very diff erent medical, biological, 
and familial expectations that formed the backdrop of the early Christian world.
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MEL ANIA AND THE LIBERATED WOMAN

Th e Vita Melaniae Iunioris, in the course of narrating a number of its protagonist’s 
choice miracles, recounts Melania’s healing of a woman literally caught in child-
birth. In the process of a diffi  cult labor, the infant had died in the mother’s womb. 
Rather than relinquishing the dead child, however, the woman’s body clung to the 
fetus, leaving the woman, in the words of the Greek vita, “neither able to live or 
die.”1 Once the news of the woman’s plight reaches Melania, the saint is moved by 
sympathy and an apparent desire to seize a teachable moment. Upon leading her 
company of virgins to the woman’s sickbed, Melania prays over her and places her 
belt upon the woman’s stomach. Th e garment, a gift  from a holy man and infused 
with his prayers, as Melania piously reminds her audience, works its wonders: at 
long last, the dead fetus is expelled, the woman liberated, and the attending crowds 
amazed.

The miraculous delivery, while evidently among the tokens of Melania’s saint-
liness in the eyes of the vita’s author and translator, nevertheless strikes modern 
readers as oddly incomplete. Melania’s intervention saves the life of the pregnant 
woman, yet there is no concomitant healing for the child in her womb. The vita does 
not depict Melania as offering prayers on the infant’s behalf, and after the body’s 
expulsion, the child’s death is passed over amid the crowd’s rejoicing over the moth-
er’s being freed of its body. Neither does Gerontius offer any apologies for the child’s 
fate; for the vita’s original audience, the stillbirth evidently signaled neither a limi-
tation of divine power nor callousness on Melania’s part, as it may for contempo-
rary readers. By its very incongruity—the disconnect between ancient and modern 
expectations of what may constitute a proper miracle in this context—the incident 
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allows readers a glimpse into late ancient thought about children, their lives and 
deaths, and perhaps even their place in the lives of “holy women” like the Melanias 
and their famous ascetic contemporaries.

On the one hand, the story thus attests to the harsh realities of late ancient 
Roman life expectancies. Although exact data are for obvious reasons inaccessible, 
conservative estimates suggest infant- and childhood-mortality rates of roughly 
one-third of all births, with many of the deaths occurring at birth or during the 
child’s first few days of life.2 Not only were these first moments of life precarious for 
the infants in question, mothers’ lives, too, were in acute danger. Gregory of Nyssa 
memorably describes the approaching birth as follows: “Assume the moment of 
childbirth is at hand; it is not the birth of the child but the presence of death that 
is thought of, and the death of the mother anticipated. Often, the sad prophecy is 
fulfilled and before the birth is celebrated, before any of the anticipated goods are 
tasted, joy is exchanged for lamentation.”3 Gregory writes with both literary flair 
and ascetic bias—the aim of his treatise is, after all, to convince virgins that the 
way of life they have chosen for themselves is infinitely preferable to a life bur-
dened by the cares of marriage and motherhood. Yet late ancient medical sources 
paint a similar picture. The majority of the fourth book of Soranus’s Gynaecology is 
thus dedicated to difficulties in childbirth, including scenarios in which the fetus’s 
extraction required the use of hooks or embryotomy.4 Little wonder, then, that the 
Greek Vita Melaniae, likely the earliest version of the text, does not elaborate on 
the cause of the woman’s predicament: death in childbirth was common for both 
mothers and infants, and required no special explanation, even if such deaths were 
no less grievous for that reason.5

The vita’s account of the nearly fatal pregnancy and its miraculous resolu-
tion nevertheless also suggests itself as a metaphor for the fraught experience of 
motherhood among late ancient ascetics. For Melania’s patient, the struggle to rid 
herself of the child in her womb threatens her own life. Able to “neither live nor 
die” as long as the fetus remains within her, it is only through the intervention 
of the saints that the woman is able to relinquish the infant and draw back from 
the brink of death herself. Many women in late antiquity might face and perhaps 
survive such struggles on the physical plane. Ascetic writings suggest, however, 
that female renunciants confronted a similar battle between attachment to off-
spring and family, and the fullness of life in Christ on the spiritual level as well. 
Dedication to ascetic practice, including the sexual renunciation that it entailed, 
was thus one of the few ways by which late ancient women could escape the chal-
lenges of marriage and motherhood, and expand the palette of roles available to 
them in society.6 Yet for women of Melania’s class, renunciation frequently entailed 
compromises. As the vita acknowledges, Melania herself had given birth to two 
children prior to being able to persuade her husband to abandon marital relations 
in favor of a spiritual, that is to say: sexless, union.
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Melania’s example is both common and instructive: even situations in which 
the would-be ascetic’s spouse was sympathetic to her project,7 a token effort 
at procreation was frequently required. By comparison to her peers, moreover, 
Melania entered the longed-for monastic life quite early. Her saintly grand-
mother, the elder Melania, had given birth to three children before the death of 
her husband and two of her offspring created the opportunity for her to set sail 
for the Holy Land. Similarly, Paula, the elder Melania’s rough contemporary 
and, like her, a convert to Christian asceticism, withdrew from Rome after her 
husband’s death. Relinquishing hopes of remarriage, she left behind her own, still-
young—and, if Jerome’s account is to be trusted, pitifully weeping—children in 
the process.

In choosing asceticism, these women, late ancient sources claimed, had 
bravely and happily chosen against their offspring and families. Such antifamil-
ial decisions, however, did not necessarily change the rhetorical characterization 
of ascetic women in Christian sources. Instead, female renunciation resulted in 
the rescripting of one of the most central aspects of Roman women’s existence: 
motherhood. The loss, avoidance, or abandonment of biological offspring for 
these women needed not entail the rejection of the motherly role, late ancient 
writers argued. Instead, it was precisely such ascetics who could be better and 
truer mothers to large numbers of spiritual children than their more conven-
tionally maternal counterparts. At times, this new construction of motherhood 
even allowed for a readoption of an ascetic’s biological offspring—if, and only if, 
they were prepared to follow her along the path to renunciation. The following 
chapter explores the different configurations of motherhood—biological, spiritual, 
and, above all, rhetorically scripted—in the lives of the Melanias and their late 
ancient peers.

PHYSICAL MOTHERS AND BIOLO GICAL CHILDREN

Asceticism, late ancient Christians knew, might be a prescription against the death 
of the soul but did not ward against bodily death—indeed, at times severe renun-
ciation even hastened death’s arrival. Such had been the case for Blesilla, a young 
Roman widow who under Jerome’s tutelage had embraced a harsh ascetic regime. 
Th e latter had, so her outraged contemporaries argued, claimed her life before she 
had reached the age of twenty. Blesilla’s death was a public-relations disaster from 
the perspective of ascetic writers.8 Jerome himself was forced to leave Rome in the 
its aft ermath and took to exhorting from afar Blesilla’s mother, Paula, to temper 
her mourning, lest public displays of her grief call Christianity, and particularly its 
more ascetic manifestations, further into question. To this end, Jerome conjured 
up for Paula’s benefi t the stolid bravery of various biblical mothers, before con-
cluding with an example closer to Paula’s own experience:9
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Why repeat old tales? Follow a contemporary model. Th e holy Melania, who is among 
Christians of our era of true nobility (May the Lord grant that you and I may partake 
with her in His day!), while her husband’s body was still warm and yet unburied, lost 
two of her sons at the same time. What I tell you is incredible, but, as Christ is my wit-
ness, not untrue. Who would not have believed her then to appear in a frenzy, with 
disheveled hair, torn clothes, a pierced breast? She shed not a single teardrop! She stood 
motionless, and casting herself at Christ’s feet, she smiled, as if she were holding him. “I 
am prepared,” she said, “to serve you, Lord, for you have freed me from such a burden.”

In later years, Jerome would grow to hate and malign the subject of his present 
exhortation: Melania the Elder, the namesake of her wonder-working grand-
daughter, and chief supporter of Jerome’s former friend Rufinus. In the 380s c.e., 
however, Jerome could deploy her supposedly Stoic response in the face of over-
whelming grief to illumine the posture appropriate to a Christian woman. The 
dead, after all, could be safely assumed to have entered a blissful afterlife, especially 
when the deceased was a young child or a practicing ascetic. By contrast, for the 
bereaved, God had created by their death an opportunity for a new, better life of 
superior spirituality. Released from her roles as wife to an ordinary (if highborn) 
man and mother to biological children, such a one could now embrace an exis-
tence as Christ’s beloved and spiritual parent to many.

While Jerome’s depiction of the elder Melania bears traces of his characteris-
tic shrillness, other contemporaneous accounts nevertheless echo the underlying 
story. Both the Lausiac History and Paulinus of Nola’s epistolary biography of her 
offer similar accounts of a saintly woman empowered to embrace a life of renun-
ciation, following in Jesus’ and Mary’s footsteps, in the aftermath of her loved ones’ 
deaths.10 Neither text goes so far as Jerome in naming God as Melania’s liberator; 
all alike, however, emphasize the redemptive quality of Melania’s ascetic existence, 
a fate far superior to that of an ordinary wife and mother. “Through the loss of her 
human love,” Paulinus argues, “[the elder Melania] conceived a love for God. She 
was made wretched to become blessed; she was afflicted to be healed.”11

Nor was the elder Melania the only female ascetic whose biographers construed 
the death of a child as a show of divine favor. The vita of her granddaughter, the 
younger Melania, depicts a similar show of “grace from on high” in the form of a 
divinely severed bond between mother and biological offspring.12 Just before giv-
ing birth to her second child, Melania thus tearfully “prayed to God that she might 
be freed from the world and spend the rest of her days in the solitary life, for 
this is what she had yearned for from the beginning.”13 Her prayers are answered 
promptly: upon returning from church, Melania goes into premature labor, giv-
ing birth to a child who lives just long enough to receive baptism. The infant’s 
death prompts her husband’s assent to live together in chastity thenceforth, the 
vita claims, with the death of their older child soon thereafter further uniting the 
couple in their decision to embrace asceticism.
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These stories tell readers little about how late ancient women with ascetic aspi-
rations actually felt about the deaths of their children. They do, however, provide 
a glimpse at the rhetorical culture that had sprung up around the ubiquitous trag-
edies of infant mortality and parental bereavement. Such accounts may have been 
read through the lens of ascetic excess or divine chastisement—and were no doubt 
read in this way by many contemporaries. By crafting rival narratives of liberation 
and empowerment, Gerontius, Jerome, and other champions of late ancient renun-
ciation not only offered an apologia for ascetic practice but created role models for 
other elite women sympathetic to spiritual pursuits and afflicted by personal grief.

Jerome’s exhortation to Paula to temper her mourning for her daughter thus 
evidently proved persuasive. Soon after Blesilla’s death, Paula removed herself to 
Jerusalem, where she founded and oversaw a monastery for women alongside Jer-
ome’s. In the process, she left behind in Rome not only her deceased daughter but 
also several other children. To them, in Jerome’s words, “she did not know herself 
to be a mother, that she might prove herself to be a handmaid of Christ.”14 Not all 
occasions of Roman women’s relinquishing a child in favor of an ascetic vocation 
thus required the promptings of death and tragedy. Stories of youngsters thrust 
from their mothers’ breasts and left weeping at the harbor may strike contempo-
rary readers as the height of maternal irresponsibility; by late ancient standards, 
however, ascetic heroines of Paula’s caliber acquitted themselves of their responsi-
bilities in entirely socially appropriate ways, appointing guardians and providing 
financial support for children who had not yet reached the age of majority.

Paulinus of Nola, for example, likens the elder Melania, who similarly left behind 
her remaining child to pursue an ascetic vocation, to both the prophet Samuel 
and Samuel’s mother, Anna (1 Samuel 1). By dedicating herself to divine service, 
Paulinus claims, Melania in her own person fulfilled the vow that Anna made on 
Samuel’s behalf. Her “sacrifice” of her sole surviving son nevertheless qualifies her 
for Anna’s position: while the young man, as Paulinus writes, “enjoys the riches and 
distinctions of the world,” “once Melania had torn her one son from her breast and 
set him in Christ’s bosom so that the Lord might nourish him, she bestowed no 
subsequent personal care on him, for she thought it a sin of distrust to give her own 
attention to one whom she had entrusted to Christ.”15 Melania’s sacrifice lies in her 
trustful abandonment of her son to divine care. In Paulinus’s words, “she loved the 
child by neglecting him and kept him by relinquishing him.”16

Consistent throughout these narratives is the theme of the necessary separa-
tion between mothers and their biological children to facilitate full ascetic engage-
ment. An ascetic woman might be “relieved” of her child by divine fiat or by her 
own strength of faith and character. To enter the life of renunciation, these nar-
ratives suggest, nevertheless required the severing of familial ties; only by remov-
ing themselves from the households that had determined their social loci thus far 
could a renunciant enter the household of God—or so late ancient Christian writers 
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claimed.17 Yet even though consecrated virgins, holy widows, and chaste wives had 
to relinquish both their connection with existing offspring and their hopes for addi-
tional births, their status as mothers nevertheless remained intact—indeed, it could 
even greatly expand by virtue of their adoption of spiritual children.

SPIRITUAL MOTHERS AND SPIRITUAL CHILDREN

Melania the Younger’s visit to Constantinople, by all accounts, could be considered 
a family reunion. Not only was the saint able to convert her ailing uncle, Volu-
sianus, to the Christian faith; she also persuaded Th eodosius II to permit his wife, 
the empress Eudocia, to travel to Jerusalem and worship at the “Holy Places.” 
Th ere, Melania arranged to meet Eudocia at Sidon, where the latter “fi ttingly 
received her with every honor, as Melania was a true spiritual mother [to her].”18 
When exhorted to continue in her good works, the empress informed Melania that 
she was fulfi lling a “double vow to the Lord, to worship at the Holy Places and to 
see my mother, for I have wished to be worthy of Your Holiness while you still 
serve the Lord in the fl esh.”19 Indeed, Gerontius depicts the fi lial tie between Mela-
nia and Eudocia as suffi  ciently fi rm that even the ascetic’s other daughters become 
Eudocia’s kin: the empress is thus said to regard the virgins of Melania’s monastery 
“as if they were her own sisters.”20

Spiritual motherhood to the Roman emperor’s wife may seem like a tall order 
even for a highborn renunciant. Yet this was a role for which the younger Melania 
had arguably prepared her whole life. Upon the death of her own mother, Albina, 
Melania had gathered around herself virgins whose every need she promised to 
supply, just as long as the women agreed to keep away from men. Out of humility, 
Gerontius reports, Melania did not choose for herself the title of mother superior 
of the group, instead appointing another woman to this office. Her tireless activ-
ity behind the scenes, including extensive instruction and setting the liturgical 
schedule for the group, nevertheless must have placed Melania very firmly at the 
head of this monasterium.21 Indeed, spiritual motherhood was a trope commonly 
invoked for female heads of monasteries. Both Jerome and Augustine designate 
the supervisors of monastic houses the mother (mater) of the virgins dwelling 
there.22 At times such mother-daughter relationships between a monastic leader 
and her retinue were more than merely metaphorical. Gregory of Nyssa’s account 
of his sister Macrina’s death thus describes the women who had lived under her 
care as mourning her as their mother and nurse. These, Gregory writes, “were 
those whom she had taken up when they had been thrown along the roads in time 
of famine and tended and fostered and led by the hand to the holy and spotless 
life.”23 Somewhat ironically, then, Macrina’s monasterium was populated in part by 
virgins whom she had rescued as infants from abandonment by their biological 
families.
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By the same token, relations of spiritual mentorship, particularly in cases in 
which all parties involved were women, could be couched in maternal terms as 
well. Marcella, a member of the gens Caeonia and as such one of the wealthiest 
women in the Roman Empire, evidently sought to cultivate such relationships with 
like-minded women in her circle. Unlike Paula or the Melanias, Marcella remained 
in Rome after embarking upon the ascetic life as a young widow, wherein she culti-
vated the kind of household monasticism that straddled the spheres of elite Roman 
society and refined Christian asceticism. Marcella’s failure to succumb to the allure 
of the desert as some of her contemporaries had done evidently frustrated Jerome. 
Writing ostensibly on behalf of Paula and her daughter Eustochium, both of whom 
he had first encountered as part of Marcella’s circle, he exhorted Marcella to join 
their party: “You were the first to spark our tinder, the first to urge us to this [way 
of life], by teaching and example; like a hen you gathered us, your chicks, under 
your wing. And will you now permit us to fly with no mother near us?”24 Marcella 
proved unresponsive to such pleas; even in Rome, however, she continued to cul-
tivate a circle of spiritual daughters, that included, inter alias, Principia, another 
of Jerome’s correspondents, who, he readily conceded, “had found a mother in 
[Marcella] and she a daughter in you.”25

Discourses concerning spiritual mentorship as motherhood thrived on late 
ancient rhetoric about the role of the mother in the Christian household. In theory 
and in Roman law, even in late antiquity fathers continued to reign supreme over 
their households. In practice, however, both parents were owed pietas—filial devo-
tion—in equal measure,26 and mothers were expected to take an active—even the 
active—role in children’s upbringing and education. The latter was certainly the 
case until at least the age of seven for the children of elite families, after which 
time male children were frequently educated outside the home, whereas girls 
remained under the auspices of their mothers until they married, typically less 
than a decade later.

One of the most fulsome exemplars of instructions on the topic of childrear-
ing comes, somewhat ironically, from Jerome, champion extraordinaire of sex-
ual renunciation, in his letter to Laeta, Paula’s married daughter, concerning the 
upbringing and education of her child, a girl named after her saintly grandmother. 
The “little Paula” had been dedicated to the monastic life from an early age—no 
doubt the primary reason Jerome took an interest in her development.27 In Epis-
tle 107, he recommends a challenging educational program for the girl, alongside 
detailed instructions about the comportment that could be expected from a bud-
ding ascetic. Both parents had responsibilities vis-à-vis their offspring—Jerome 
notes, for example, that neither mother nor father was to teach her by example 
those kinds of behavior that they would not have her emulate. Laeta’s role, how-
ever, predominates throughout the letter, both in her ability to control access to 
her daughter, for example by facilitating her instruction by experienced teachers 
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or removing her from the temptations of the familial table, and in her role as the 
younger Paula’s chief instructor in spiritual matters.28

The program here set out by Jerome or, in even greater depth, by John Chrysos-
tom for male children with no particular ascetic vocation among his community, 
combines classical and Christian sensibilities about education and parents’ role 
therein. Parents and, in the case of daughters, particularly mothers molded the soft 
wax of a child’s character lest it take on shameful or destructive form. For ascet-
ics, however, the process of spiritual formation was not limited to childhood or 
youth. Virgins, widows, and their fellow renunciants required the sustained atten-
tions of a household dedicated to their virtue and education. Women’s monasteries 
provided such a setting, as did the kind of fellowships that ascetics from the elite 
strata of Roman society on occasion gathered around themselves. While abbots 
and bishops readily assumed the role of paterfamilias vis-à-vis their male charges, 
in women’s communities spiritual mothers reigned at least qualifiedly supreme.29 
In these settings, at times even biological children could be reunited with their 
birth mothers—the filial bond between them now renewed and strengthened by 
their shared ascetic devotion.

SPIRITUAL MOTHERS AND BIOLO GICAL CHILDREN

Part of Jerome’s instructions for the younger Paula’s upbringing concerns the girl’s 
relations with those among her family who had gone before her in choosing the 
ascetic life: “Let her learn at once also of her other grandmother and her aunt”—
Jerome’s companion Paula and her virginal daughter Eustochium—“and for what 
emperor, for what army she is being raised as a soldier.”30 Pledged from birth to a 
life of asceticism, little Paula was to know herself the product of a doubly noble 
lineage, a member of the elite by the standards of both Roman society and Chris-
tian monastic practice. If Laeta did not feel equal to implementing the demanding 
program that he had set out for her daughter amid the busy life of Roman high 
society, Jerome suggests, she ought to dispatch the girl to Jerusalem’s monasteries, 
where her own relatives would rear her more ably than her own mother:31

Hand the little one, whose every cry is a prayer to you, over to Eustochium. Hand her 
a companion in holiness, a future heir. . . . Let her sit in her grandmother’s lap, and 
let her repeat to her granddaughter what she once before imparted to the daughter. 
She, who has been taught by long practice how to care for, preserve, and instruct 
virgins; in whose crown is daily woven the hundredfold reward of chastity.

Th ough Jerome no doubt would have rejoiced over any highborn girl dedicated to 
a life of permanent virginity, the kinship that tied the younger Paula to his great 
ascetic friends both sweetened the deal and heightened the stakes. As Rebecca 
Krawiec has noted, late ancient asceticism was seldom entirely antifamilial, and the 
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evidently tension-riddled discourse surrounding monastic and biological family 
ties rarely went so far as to affi  rm one to the exclusion of the other.32 Th at even Jer-
ome, perhaps the most uncompromising champion of sexual renunciation, should 
demonstrate an investment in ascetic genealogies forged not merely by shared faith 
and practice but by blood relation is therefore not surprising. Virgins in theory left  
their native households to join the larger family of God—allowing Jerome on 
another occasion to tactlessly promise to the mother of one such virgin status as 
mother-in-law to the divine. Yet where renunciants’ familial pedigree gave cause 
for celebration, ascetic authors did not hesitate to dwell upon it.33

As a married woman, Laeta, as Jerome acknowledged, was not at liberty to leave 
her husband and her social obligations in pursuit of a life amid the physical rem-
nants of Jesus’s ministry in the company of her saintly relatives. By contrast, Laeta’s 
daughter, the young Paula, could do so, and in the process could join an alternative 
but even nobler genealogy. Jerome sketches an ascetic family tree that excludes 
precisely those members of Paula’s family—her son, Toxotius, and his wife, Laeta—
who by Roman (and, no doubt, many Christians’) standards conducted their lives 
in appropriate dedication to the familial ideal. By contrast, renunciants, virgins, 
monks, and widows, who by most standards represented procreative dead ends 
for their families, in these genealogies become the vital, fruit-bearing branches.

Late ancient sources attribute a similar (and arguably still more successful) 
attempt at reclaiming her biological family as her spiritual kin to Melania the 
Elder. Paulinus of Nola, writing to Sulpicius Severus, describes with no little irony 
the elder Melania’s arrival in Italy. Sixty years old, worn out by the demands of 
the ascetic life and extravagant in her humility, she is met by her children and 
grandchildren.34 The latter are dressed in silk, traveling in grand style, but suffi-
ciently cowed by the long-absent matriarch’s example to assent to accommoda-
tion in Paulinus’s “hut” (tugurium), his humble monasterium.35 By the time of her 
departure, the Lausiac History claims, both her daughter-in-law, Albina, and the 
younger Melania and Pinianus had come to embrace lives of asceticism, with the 
elder Melania “[leading] them out of Rome and [bringing] them into the holy 
and calm harbor of the [religious] life.”36 In this fashion, the younger Melania 
demonstrates the true family resemblance between herself and her grandmother: 
Palladius depicts her as pleading with her husband to “set my body free, that I 
may fulfill my desire toward God and become heir of the zeal of my grandmother, 
whose name I also bear.”37

Yet the prayers and attentions of even the saintliest of women could not win all 
her children for the ascetic life and in the process repopulate her ascetic family tree 
with members of their native household. When Jerome thus at long last crafted 
an epitaph for Paula, he named her ancestors in considerable detail but deprived 
his departed friend of all but one of her children. Forgotten were Toxotius, father 
of Paula’s namesake, Paulina, Rufina, and even the long-dead Blesilla. In death as 
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in life, Paula’s only companion—and only true daughter—would be the virginal 
Eustochium, who had followed her mother to Bethlehem.38

C ONCLUSION:  MOTHERS BET WEEN TEXT S 
AND HOUSEHOLDS

Late antiquity provided few roles for even the highest-born of women and, simi-
larly, few scripts by which to make sense of their existence and place in society. 
Christianity, particularly its most ascetic variants, held the potential to enhance 
such women’s autonomy and to move them from the periphery of their own lives’ 
stories closer to the center. Th ese opportunities, however, came at considerable 
cost, not only in terms of material resources and physical pleasure but also by 
threatening to deprive female renunciants of some of the trenchant roles that they 
had played or could have been expected to play within their own households: 
those of wife and mother. Christian writers accordingly labored to rescript wom-
en’s experiences of renunciation. A consecrated virgin might never marry a human 
husband but could know herself to be betrothed to Christ; similarly, a widow 
might never bear a child (or another child), but she could aspire to become spir-
itual mother to many.39

The Vita Melaniae reflects these concerns in crafting a new kind of mater-
nal existence in the text’s depiction of its protagonist. Throughout the narrative, 
Melania is portrayed as profoundly maternal. She shows, for example, a curious 
preoccupation with feeding and nurturing others, particularly the women under 
her care. As the de facto—if, out of humility, not de iure—head of a monastery, 
Melania thus provides for the physical as well as the spiritual needs of her virgin 
companions, sneaking additional food into the rooms of those women least able 
to withstand the rigors of ascetic fasting.40 Her miracles, too, display her as a pro-
totypically motherly and mothering figure. Melania thus heals two women whose 
lips have been sealed by demons, miraculously imparting food to them.41 Similarly, 
the woman caught in childbirth with whom we began this essay is not released 
from Melania’s care until the saint has fed her, nursing the woman back to health. 
Here Melania’s actions both perfect the healing and bring into focus the contrast 
between the two kinds of motherhood involved: the one corporeal, painful, ulti-
mately producing nothing but death; the other spiritual, joyful, and genuinely life-
giving. By renouncing the former, the vita suggests, Melania has been set free to 
assume the latter role, in the process serving, nourishing, and reviving many.

Most Roman women no doubt never faced a choice between these different 
constructions of motherhood. Even among elite Christians of an ascetic bent—
a small sample indeed—many saw no necessary contradiction between the life 
of the Roman household and the practice of the faith.42 The latter could even be 
employed in the service of the former: as Ville Vuolante has argued, for example, 
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dedicating a child to the ascetic life could be an investment in estate planning for 
parents.43 Still less can we assume that ascetics who did renounce traditional roles 
and their positions within elite households understood themselves to be reassum-
ing these roles in a spiritualized guise. Narratives involving holy women casting 
away offspring and hopes of offspring in favor of spiritual lives and spiritual chil-
dren are nevertheless sufficiently pervasive in late ancient literature to suggest that 
they had captured the attention of their contemporaries—even if the only group 
whose fascination with the trope is clearly apparent are those male ascetics who 
composed, translated, and copied these texts.

These writers, as a rule, were preoccupied less with ordinary households, 
women, and mothers than with their expediency as metaphors and their useful-
ness in theological debates. The prototypical mother for late ancient writers was 
thus either the church, whose spiritual nature could be deployed to good effect 
against the fleshliness of the synagogue,44 or the Blessed Virgin Mary, the cel-
ebrated glory of mothers, whose virginity remained uncompromised even after 
Jesus’s birth. Both entailed potential for empowering ascetics intent on transgress-
ing the strictures of family life in the Roman Empire while simultaneously limit-
ing the scope of such transgressions. Late ancient women, including those who, 
like the Melanias, became the subjects of literary attention, had to negotiate their 
existence between experience and metaphor, their roles both defined and circum-
scribed within a male framework of textuality.45
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In the opening chapters of his Life of Melania the Younger, Gerontius describes the 
young Melania’s intense longing for an ascetic life, a longing that would remain 
unfulfi lled for years. Th warted by her parents, who wished her to continue the illus-
trious family line, Melania was instead forced into marriage. Yet Melania continued 
to yearn for a life of renunciation, because as Gerontius tells us, she had been 
“wounded by divine love.”1 Th is metaphor, which would become commonplace in 
ascetic literature from the fourth century onward, derives from the Septuagint 
translation of Song of Songs 2:5.2 Th e expression likely drew meaning from notions 
of sexual intimacy; that is, the agonized emotions associated with human love were 
transferred to an ascetic’s feelings toward her divine lover.3 Th e expression not only 
described but also promoted an ascetic subjectivity characterized by passion and 
devotion for God and motivated the ascetic to comport herself like an ideal lover or 
betrothed: in full subjection to God.4

Although notions of intimate love certainly informed the meaning drawn 
from this expression, my research has revealed that it also builds from wound 
metaphors pervasive in earlier Christian writings. Gerontius’s Life of Melania—to 
my knowledge, the earliest use of the metaphor “wounded by divine love” in the 
ascetic context5—marks a new phase in the early Christian language of wounds 
and wounding. Hitherto, from the second century c.e., early Christians used 
wound and wounding metaphors almost exclusively to describe sin and heresy. 
Studying these earlier expressions, I argue, enables us to better understand the 
layered meanings expressed by wound metaphors as they moved into the ascetic 
context and, further, to better understand the layered notions of ascetic piety to 
which the metaphors referred.

 5

Wounded by Divine Love
Kristi Upson-Saia
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In the ancient Mediterranean world, at any given moment, nearly everyone was 
enduring some injury, ailment, or illness.6 Thus, wounds and wounding provided 
a widely recognizable conceptual frame and an immediately meaningful linguistic 
device. In this chapter, I first discuss the cognitive linguistic theory that shapes my 
analysis of early Christian metaphors. Next, I explain how early Christian wound 
metaphors in particular activated the qualities and affordances of being wounded 
in order to structure the conceptualizations of sin and heresy. I describe how these 
metaphors also mobilized the roles of physician and patient in order to motivate 
the actions of lay Christians, priests, bishops, and of sinners and heretics as well.7 
In short, I demonstrate how this early set of wound metaphors constructed a thor-
oughly medicalized notion of Christian piety. Finally, I trace how ascetics assim-
ilated and built on these earlier concepts of piety—and the figurative language 
employed to communicate such concepts—when they rendered ascetic bodies 
injured or healthy and when they described ascetics as “wounded by divine love.”

METAPHOR ,  MEANING,  AND B ODILY EXPERIENCE

Elizabeth A. Clark has helped scholars better understand how early Christian met-
aphors of the virgin bride or celibate bride drew meaning from “forms of everyday 
life.”8 Clark explains that elements of a bride’s identity were transferred to the 
ascetic context to construct the identity of Christian ascetics: specifi cally, the 
ascetic who considered herself the bride of Christ cultivated the submission and 
devotion characteristic of a good wife and was ignited with the passion and desire 
characteristic of a lover. Further, the Christian ascetic guarded her purity and bod-
ily integrity in order to be counted worthy of her impending union with her divine 
spouse.9 Although when taken too far the correspondence between the bride and 
the ascetic posed potential problems, the usefulness of the celibate-bride meta-
phor in motivating ascetic behavior outweighed its potential misuse, and thus it 
enjoyed a popular place in early Christian ascetic discourse.

My analysis in this chapter takes its cue from Clark. I am also interested in the 
connection between early Christians’ figurative language and their experiences 
from everyday life. Whereas Clark investigates how figurations of marriage and 
intimacy between spouses were imported into the realm of Christian renunciants, 
I endeavor to explore how the experience of being wounded became a metaphoric 
frame through which early Christians conceived of piety.

In so doing, I lean heavily on cognitive linguistic theory. In the past few decades, 
linguistic theorists and cognitive scientists have argued that the structure of con-
ceptual and linguistic meaning—especially in the case of metaphors—is scaffolded 
on the properties, affordances, and qualities of people’s ordinary kinesthetic expe-
rience.10 For example, in the American context, the concept of love is structured on 
the experience of a journey, evident in the language of road, rail, and sea travel that 
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we use to describe stages of a relationship (e.g., hitting a “bumpy road” or “dead 
end”; coming to a “crossroads”; going “off the tracks” or being “on the rocks”), as 
well as the language that we use to communicate a relationship’s progress (e.g., 
“look how far we’ve come”; “it’s too late to turn back now”; “it’s time to go our sepa-
rate ways”).11 Through examples like this, cognitive linguists argue that the concep-
tualization and linguistic expression of the love concept correspond systematically 
to “people’s ordinary, felt sensations of their bodies in action,” specifically with 
respect to a journey.12 From this scholarship, we understand that meaning is—
or, more precisely, structures of meaning are—deeply corporeal. As the cognitive 
linguist Mark Johnson succinctly writes, conceptual meaning is “shaped by the 
patterns of our bodily movement, the contours of our spatial and temporal orien-
tation, and the forms of our interaction with objects. [Meaning] is never merely a 
matter of abstract conceptualizations and propositional judgments.”13

In line with this view, I suggest that metaphorical wounds of sin and heresy in 
late antiquity were not merely linguistic flourishes but that the bodily experience 
of being wounded structured early Christians’ concepts of sin and heresy. In other 
words, the figurative device and the bodily grounding of the concepts are indivis-
ibly linked; the ordinary meanings of sin and heresy emerged from the physical 
properties and affordances of being wounded.14 Early Christian discourse on the 
wounds of sin and heresy activated and harnessed cognitive associations, as well as 
a rich set of affective associations, with the experience of being wounded.15

Yet injuries and wounds could be a governing figure for conceptions of sin and 
heresy only if the experience of wounding was relatively uniform; that is, if peo-
ple understood wounding to contain a stable set of properties and affordances that 
could be meaningfully exported to the conceptual categories of sin and heresy. Some 
cognitive linguists argue that there are kinesthetic experiences that are experien-
tially constant, offering as evidence similar metaphorical language that exists across 
cultures that otherwise possess different linguistic and cultural trajectories (e.g., the 
kinesthetically uniform experiences of hunger that serve as a structural basis for the 
concept and language of desire).16 Other scholars argue that a standardization of 
embodied experiences is at least in part mediated by culture.17 With this latter group 
of scholars, I wish to argue that the bodily experience of being wounded in antiq-
uity was constrained by the emerging discipline of medicine, which consolidated 
and standardized disparate experiences. Specifically, medical theories and writings 
shaped ancient notions about, perceptions of, and practices related to wounds and 
wound treatment, in turn creating a stylized experience of being wounded that was 
broadly shared no matter how idiosyncratic each individual event may have been. 
I contend that Christian wound metaphors drew from this stylized experience and 
from a controlled set of perceptions and meanings related thereto.

Relying on the theoretical insights described above, in the next two sections I 
investigate how early Christian authors leveraged dimensions of the experience 
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of being wounded as they constructed theological concepts of impiety and piety, 
as they disciplined right relations between members of the Christian community, 
and as they sought to stimulate pious behavior among lay Christians and espe-
cially among ascetics. From this work, I suggest, we gain a finer understanding of 
early Christians’ embodied social logic; or, in the words of the cognitive linguist 
Mark Johnson, of how the ancient body “worked its way up into the mind.”18

WOUNDS AND WOUND TREATMENT IN ANCIENT 
MEDICAL LITERATURE

Ancient medical writers discuss wounds in case studies and in treatises devoted 
exclusively to wound treatment.19 From this literature, we discover that medical 
writers presumed two types of wounds: the fi rst were the harmful, malevolent 
wounds, ulcers, and sores incurred by some accident in daily life, on the battle-
fi eld, or in the throes of illness or disease. Th e second type included the salutary 
cutting and probing incurred at the hands of the physician who toiled to bring his 
patient back to full health.

Within the first type of wound, some were more serious than others. Medical 
writers were not very concerned about flesh wounds (i.e., cuts or bruises that barely 
breached the epidermis). Rather, they concentrated their attention on contusions 
that severely bruised the flesh, deep wounds that tore the muscle and fractured or 
splintered the bone underneath, or wounds with embedded foreign objects (e.g., 
arrowheads or spear tips). In these cases, physicians expected the wound to become 
infected as the crushed tissue around the wound or the copious blood flowing to 
the wound rotted and turned to pus.20 They became especially concerned when the 
wound was not adequately purged, because the rotting blood, humours, and tissue 
caused painful inflammation and spread putrefaction to the surrounding flesh or 
organs, leading to life-threatening gangrene and sepsis.21 The physician could sur-
mise the onset of gangrene by the constitution of the pus drained from the wound: 
“pure,” “clean,” “white,” and “odorless” pus meant that the wound was healing prop-
erly, whereas “thick,” “yolk-colored,” and “stinking” pus was a sure sign of trouble.22 
When the wound turned black and the patient lost sensation in the infected area, the 
physician knew that it was too late for treatment.23

To avoid this outcome, physicians recommended that, as soon as it was incurred, 
the wound should be allowed to bleed dry. Bleeding limited the amount of blood 
that lay stagnant under the skin’s surface, in turn limiting the potential for putre-
faction. Then, a few days after the wound had scabbed over, physicians used a scal-
pel to cut an opening in it—sometimes inserting a tin drain—in order to extract 
any rotting blood or flesh that had turned into pus.24 The timing of these interven-
tions was crucial: at the time of the injury, the wound must bleed long enough to 
ensure that as little blood as possible pooled (and rotted) under the scab, and then 
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the physician must wait the right amount of time to make sure that the decom-
posed blood and flesh had fully converted into pus before purging (i.e., lest they 
would have to rewound the patient again for additional suppurations).25 If he did 
not treat the patient correctly, and gangrene set in, a surgeon was to make deep 
incisions (down to the bone) around the margins of the wound, cutting out and 
removing the rotten flesh from the healthy flesh.26

In addition to making incisions to drain wounds or to cut away gangrenous 
flesh, physicians also cut wounds wider as part of their diagnostic process. For 
instance, if the patient’s wound was deep enough to injure an organ or bone, the 
physician might enlarge the wound in order to inspect the organs or to check for 
bone fractures or breakage. If he concluded that an operation on the organ or 
bone was necessary, he might widen the wound even further in order to perform 
surgery.27

Physicians cut open wounds to probe for, dislodge, and extract arrowheads and 
spear tips.28 And physicians also made incisions to enable wounds to close and scar 
properly. Some wounds could not close on their own because the flesh surround-
ing the wound was too moist or flimsy or because the shape of the wound was 
uneven. Physicians thus cut around the edges of the wound to allow the thicker, 
healthy flesh to be drawn together and sutured closed.29

As we can see from this brief survey of the medical literature, there were many 
instances in which the physician was called to wound in order to heal. Yet because 
these medical treatments were painful—sometimes more painful than simply 
leaving the wound untreated—they were greatly feared. Some called them “cruel,” 
or “wicked torture,” and some patients refused to submit to them.30

To address this resistance, medical writers cultivated notions of the good physi-
cian, of the good patient, and of a right relationship between the pair. On the one 
hand, the ideal physician was to be resolved to bring his patient back to health, 
no matter what it required. If the patient was fearful of the necessary treatment, 
the physician was to encourage him by whatever means necessary: “sometimes 
reproving sharply and emphatically and sometimes comforting with solicitude 
and attention.”31 The best physicians were those who modulated their behavior to 
suit their patients’ individual temperaments and those who possessed the sharp 
rhetorical skills and easy bedside manner that enabled them to convince any 
patient to “submit to the surgeon’s knife.”32 Finally, the physician himself was to 
possess the fortitude necessary to perform the procedures. He was to be “unmoved 
by the cries of his patient . . . as if the cries of pain cause[d] him no emotion,” and, 
above all, he must never “cut less than [was] necessary” because swayed by his 
patient’s fear or pleas.33

On the other hand, the ideal patient should submit wholly to the physician’s 
treatment. Knowing that fever and delirium commonly accompanied septic 
wounds, the good patient was to distrust his own judgment and give himself over 
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wholly to the treatment prescribed by a physician who was in full possession of 
his reason.34 Further, acknowledging that the pain of surgery might be necessary 
for a healthful outcome, the good patient should muster the courage and fortitude 
necessary to endure painful procedures without flinching or groaning. In fact, the 
ideal patient even positions himself in such a way as to “assist the surgeon” in his 
operation.35 Only when both physician and patient acted according to their roles 
would treatment be successful.

TREATING THE PUTRID WOUNDS OF SIN 
AND HERESY

Some early Christian writers had medical training themselves or had friends or 
family who were physicians; thus their familiarity with medical treatments 
informed the medicalized language that they employed in their writing and 
preaching.36 Th at said, given that nearly everyone in antiquity experienced debili-
tating injuries or illnesses, Christian writers and preachers did not need to be 
highly trained in medicine in order to draw on rudimentary precepts and prac-
tices that were well known through experience.37 In this section, I describe how 
early Christian writers and preachers from the second century c.e. on defi ned the 
concepts of sin and heresy according to the qualities, properties, and aff ordances 
of a gangrenous or septic wound.38 I further discuss how they leveraged the medi-
cal taxonomy of harmful and healthful woundings to contrast the dangerous 
wounds of sin and heresy with the salutary wounds of chastisement and ecclesial 
discipline.39 Both types of wounds were painful, but whereas the former led to a 
putrefi ed and rotten soul, the latter restored health to the individual and to the 
social body. Finally, I show how early Christians marshaled the roles of patient and 
physician to serve as a frame through which Christians disciplined their relation-
ships with one another.

Conceptualizing Sin and Heresy as Wounds of the Soul
Early Christians understood sin and heresy, like physical wounds, to derive from a 
range of situations. According to some, each time that humans chose to indulge 
their vices they rewounded their souls.40 Others argued that Satan seizes upon 
openings already made in the soul by sin and vice; into these openings he “hurls 
his fl aming arrows,”41 or he “injects heretical venoms” that exacerbate existing 
wounds of the soul.42 Still others believed that sin and heresy were evidence that 
human nature had fallen into a mortifi ed, rotten state.43 Whatever the origin, the 
constituent feature of sin and heresy was a corruption and putrefaction of the soul 
(or mind) that was likened to a gangrenous, septic wound.

Moreover, the symptoms that attended sin and heresy were like those exhibited 
by someone who was physically wounded. Clement of Alexandria and Ambrose 
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both emphasized pain as an accompaniment of sin. Those who indulged the vice 
of heavy drinking, for example, experienced not only painful deterioration of 
their bodies but also shame that pained their souls. This pain, they argued, should 
prompt sinners to seek treatment like those pained by physical wounds.44 For 
Augustine, the symptom that prompted sinners to reform was not pain but rather 
the horrifying appearance of one’s sin. Describing his own rehabilitation, Augus-
tine writes: “You, Lord, turned me toward myself, . . . setting me before my own 
eyes so that I could see how sordid I was, how deformed and squalid, how tainted 
with wounds and sores. I saw it all and stood aghast.”45 Whether because of their 
pain or their unsightly appearance, sinners ought to regard these symptoms of sin 
as reasons to seek help.

Yet when a sinner’s abscessed soul has progressed to a certain point, Origen 
remarks, he can no longer perceive its festering: like a gangrenous wound, his soul 
“lacks natural senses. . . . We cannot feel the extent of the wounds or the extent of 
the grief we are bringing on our soul by [continuing to] sin.”46 Similarly, as Tertul-
lian describes heretics’ disordered minds, he recalls the fevers and delirium that 
accompany septic wounds in order to explain why “all the normal senses become 
sluggish” and heretics’ perception of orthodoxy becomes dull.47

Finally, the outcome of an untreated wound of the soul was fashioned like an 
untreated gangrenous wound of the body: the soul or mind would become putrid, 
eventually leading to death.48 But whereas a gangrenous sore deadened only an 
individual’s limb or organ, the gangrene of sin and heresy threatened to spread and 
to mortify the entire community, the social body.49 Sin and heresy could even sever 
the relationship between humans and their creator, a separation that the desert 
ascetic Antony called the “great wound.”50

Early Christian conceptions of sin and heresy were organized according to the 
affordances of physical wounds: painful, ugly, stinking, and abhorrent, disordering 
mind and body, threatening to spread, leading to mortification and death. Further, 
wound metaphors for sin and heresy culled the palpable, somatic sensations of 
being wounded.51 As Susan Ashbrook Harvey has demonstrated, early Christian 
wound metaphors elicited the foul and repellent stench of putrefied flesh.52 I would 
add that early Christian moralists and heresiologists evoked the full range of an 
audience’s sensibilities in order to associate fear, horror, and disgust with the vices 
and heretical ideas that they rebuffed. To this end, they described the wounds of 
sin and heresy in lurid detail: oozing pus and blood, ridden with worms or mag-
gots, and exuding a noxious stink.53 Conjuring the feelings, sights, smells, and anx-
iety attendant with physical wounds was a particularly effective way to stimulate 
Christians’ moral and theological compliance, “a powerful instrument of moral 
suasion” that helped Christian moralists and heresiologists activate an embodied 
understanding of and revulsion for sin and heresy.54
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Advising Treatment: Salutary Wounding by Christian “Physicians”
As in medical writings, early Christian moralists and heresiologists distinguished 
two types of wounds: some that were harmful and others that were healthful. 
Whereas they structured their conceptualizations of sin and heresy on dangerous, 
gangrenous wounds, they structured an understanding of benefi cent chastisement 
and ecclesial discipline on the physicians’ rewounding treatments. Moreover, early 
Christians also construed right relations among members of the community 
according to the idealized interaction between patient and physician.

On occasion, moralists and heresiologists figured God as a good physician who 
treated the wayward Christian. According to Origen, God may abandon heretics 
for a time, allowing their wounds to fester until treatment is most advantageous. 
Should God treat them too soon, the healing would be only superficial, and even 
if the visible wound scarred over, the putrefaction underlying the wound would 
persist. God is like physicians who55

know that it is preferable to allow wounds to fester for a time, in order that the malig-
nant humour could fl ow out completely, rather than to hasten a superfi cial cure, 
shutting up within the veins the infl amed and poisonous matter that, when cut off  
from its usual outlets, will undoubtedly creep into the interior of the body and pen-
etrate to the vital parts themselves, bringing on not merely bodily disease but indeed 
loss of life.

At times, God’s treatment might be as severe and painful as surgery.56 And just as 
some patients railed against the painful treatments of physicians, some Christians 
wondered if God’s treatments were too harsh. Basil defended God through a well-
worn justification of physicians: “You do not accuse the physician of any wrong in 
his cuttings and burnings and complete mutilations of the body; but rather you 
probably pay him money and you call him a savior since he has wounded a small 
part of the body to prevent the suffering from spreading throughout the whole 
of it.”57 At other times, though, God’s treatments were figured as more gentle and 
staged. When sin is like an embedded thistle, prickly on every side, Chrysostom 
explains, the divine physician has to gauge just how much to extract at any one 
time lest he introduce too much new wounding, which would leave his patient 
lifeless from the pain.58 Regardless of how harsh or measured his method, God 
is repeatedly cast as the true physician, who—echoing the words of the Deutero-
nomic author—wounds in order that he may heal (Deut. 32:39).59

On other occasions, moralists and heresiologists called upon clerics and lay Chris-
tians to act as physicians and to deliver treatment in the form of rebuke or ecclesial 
discipline: “For indeed the church is an admirable surgeon, though the surgery is 
not for bodies, but for souls. For it is spiritual, and sets right not fleshly wounds, 
but errors of the mind.”60 Early Christians were not to be “negligent and despairing” 
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of their friends’ wounded souls, but even if the chastisement and discipline were 
painful, they were called to heal one another.61 Again, some Christians hesitated to 
rebuke their friends, because this seemed to intensify pain and “make the wound 
greater”; they regarded reprimand and punishment as cruel or even evil. Those who 
were hesitant were reminded of the salutary pain, wounding, and incisions made by 
surgeons. Chastisement would indeed exacerbate pain, Augustine explains, because 
a putrefied wound has lost its sense of feeling; when “the knife or leech comes, the 
wound now hurts. . . . It hurts more under the healing operation than it would if it 
were not operated upon.” Yet Augustine reminds his audience of their ultimate goal: 
“that [the wound] may never hurt again once healing is effected.”62 Taking a stronger 
position, Gregory the Great likens the cleric who refuses to rebuke a parishioner to 
a worthless physician: “If persons by no means ignorant of the medicinal art were to 
see a sore that required lancing, and yet refused to lance it, certainly by their mere 
inactivity they would be guilty of a brother’s death. Let [clerics] see, then, how much 
guilt they accrue when, knowing the sores of the soul, they neglect to cure [the spir-
itually wounded] with the lancing of words.”63

Urging Christians to adopt the idealized comportment of a skilled surgeon, 
Gregory of Nazianzus exhorts his audience to do what is healthful regardless of 
the objections raised by patients.64 If necessary, Augustine presses Christians to 
steel themselves and, “out of compassion, turn a deaf ear to the many cries” of 
those being punished or rebuked.65 Echoing this sentiment, Chrysostom warns 
Christians to be prepared to be yelled at or even struck by those incurring the 
pain of chastisement and reproof. Chrysostom urges his community to remember 
that “those who are cut by surgeons utter numberless cries against those who are 
cutting them,” and yet he urges them to mimic the behavior of “the surgeon [who] 
heeds none of these things, but [has in mind] only the health of the patients.”66

Elsewhere, Chrysostom modeled Christian reproof on a physician’s gentle per-
suasion and comforting bedside manner.67 He insists that sometimes mildness is 
necessary in order to68

persuade [your friend] to bear the cutting. Do you not see how surgeons, even when 
they burn and cut, apply their treatment with great gentleness? Much more ought 
those who reprove others act. For reproof is sharper than fi re and knife and makes 
men fl inch. On this account surgeons take great pains to make them bear the cutting 
quietly and apply it as tenderly as possible, even allowing time [between cuts] to take 
a breath. So ought we also to off er reproofs that the reproved may not start away.

Addressing patients’ fear, anxiety, and pain, Chrysostom adds that physicians 
sometimes prefer to stage their treatments—“Wise physicians do not cure those 
who have fallen into a long sickness all at once, but [treat] little by little, lest [the 
patient] should faint and die”—and he urges Christians likewise to stage their 
rebukes of some sinners in their communities.69
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Chrysostom ultimately concludes that Christians must calibrate the degree of 
their chastisement according to sinners’ and heretics’ ability to endure it. They must 
model their approach on physicians’ practice of sizing up the constitution of each 
patient and adjusting their treatments accordingly. For instance, Chrysostom asks:70

What then is one to do? For if you deal too gently with him who needs a severe applica-
tion of the knife, and do not cut deeply into one who requires such treatment, you 
remove one part of the sore but leave another part. If, on the other hand, you make the 
incision unsparingly, the patient, driven to desperation by his suff erings, will fl ing 
away at once both the remedy and the bandage and throw himself down headlong.

Chrysostom thus advocates rebuke and punishment that correspond not to the 
off ense but rather to the temperament of the sinner.

Whatever the manner of treatment, timeliness mattered. Clerics and lay Chris-
tians needed to correct their parishioners and friends on small matters—mere 
flesh wounds—before their vice or false ideas progressed into full-blown sepsis. 
Just as minor wounds eventually led to greater trouble, so too would isolated inde-
cencies turn into sinful habits or slight perversions of Christian doctrine turn into 
heresy.71 Moreover, those who are mostly healthy endure the surgeon’s knife and 
have better results from surgery than those who are so riddled with sin and heresy 
that even minor incisions “irritate” existing sores.72 Like good physicians, Chris-
tians must act quickly, but clerics must also be able to discern the point at which 
the sin or heresy has become so firmly entrenched—like a poison that has entered 
the bloodstream or gangrene that has fully consumed a limb or organ—that the 
sinner or heretic is incurable.73 At that point, the community can no longer force 
contrition and penance; they have no other option but to “cut off that putrefied 
member so that it does not corrupt the whole body.”74

Whereas the cleric or lay person was to structure Christian discipline on the 
comportment and approach of a skilled physician, the sinner or heretic was to 
frame his attitude and behavior according to an idealized—that is, humble, sub-
missive, and compliant—patient.75 Aphrahat urges his readers to take their sins as 
seriously as gangrenous wounds; just as one would seek immediate help from a 
physician in that case, so too should those wounded by sin confess their sins, seek 
treatment, and submit to the discipline of the community.76 Basil calls his readers 
to emulate the posture of a good patient as they endure reproof: “Just as we endure 
cuttings and cauterizations and the taking of bitter drugs for the cure of the body, 
so also in this way we must accept the cutting effects of the word that exposes and 
the bitter drugs of penalties for the cure of the soul.”77 Even if they do not perceive 
themselves as in need of treatment, sinners and heretics ought to acknowledge that 
they may not possess their senses or be in their right minds; thus, when chastised 
by the community, they should, even against their own judgment, humbly submit 
to the community’s discipline.
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Early Christian writers tapped into the medicalized experience of being 
wounded to structure the concepts of sin and heresy, as well as to charge them with 
affective and somatic meaning. The wounds of sin and wounds of heresy meta-
phors served to repel Christians from sinful behavior and heretical ideas, and the 
physician-patient relationship organized the policing of such behavior and ideas. 
In short, these earliest Christian wound metaphors helped to construct medical-
ized notions of piety and to catalyze behavior that conformed to these notions.

WOUNDS AND MEDICAL LO GIC IN EARLY CHRISTIAN 
ASCETICISM AND IN THE MEL ANIAN LITERATURE

Although in Gerontius’s Life Melania the Younger insists that “our battle is not 
against fl esh and blood, but . . . against the world rulers of this realm of darkness,” 
throughout ascetic literature we fi nd waywardness, sin, and heresy manifesting 
physically in the bodies of the Melanias and of their companions, suggesting that 
the divide between the bodily and the spiritual was not so clean as Melania makes 
it out to be.78 Descriptions of ascetics’ bodily affl  ictions—affl  ictions that are inter-
preted as evidence of or punishment for sin or vice—make visible the embodied 
foundations of the theological concepts discussed in the previous section. In other 
words, because the ordinary theological meaning of sin and likewise the ordinary 
theological meanings of contrition and repentance were conceived with respect to 
embodied experiences of injury and wounding, it is not surprising that we fi nd the 
sinful and repentant dispositions of ascetics rendered physical and bodily with ill-
ness, injury, wounds, and pain that accompanies impiety, and full health being 
restored to the contrite and repentant.

For example, in a particularly striking scene in Palladius’s Lausiac History, 
Evagrius received a warning in a dream to quit his sexual relationship and, once 
and for all, make a firm commitment to the ascetic life. Having done so, Evagrius 
moved to Jerusalem, where he soon lapsed. For this, God sent a “bout of fever” and 
“a long illness lasting six months.”79 Doctors could “find no treatment to cure him,” 
but Melania the Elder summoned from him a confession and offered to pray on 
his behalf.80 In this scene, Evagrius’s illness is construed as a physical eruption or 
materialization of his disordered and sinful soul (presumably this is why doctors 
could not help the monk); it is also regarded as the salutary treatment sent by the 
Good Physician to elicit contrition and penance. Thus Evagrius’s illness collapses 
the two types of wound—the harmful and the healthful—found in the medical 
taxonomy.

The connection between sin, physical distress, and treatment is also apparent 
in Palladius’s account of the seasoned monk Stephen, who developed a terrible 
wound that was eating away his flesh. When the brothers around him became 
upset that a man of his holiness should succumb to such a dreadful ailment, 



Wounded by Divine Love    97

Stephen insisted that their good God would send the affliction only if he himself 
deserved punishment. Interpreting his wound as a painful yet salutary correction 
of his sin, Stephen further remarks that it is “better to pay the penalty here than 
after I have left the arena.”81

Such examples as these demonstrate how the concepts of sin and repentance—
concepts premised on medicalized bodily experiences—emerge in ascetic litera-
ture as physical afflictions and healing, and they also exhibit how the behavior of 
idealized patients organized ascetics’ responses to bodily and spiritual afflictions. 
The humble and obedient posture of a good patient and of the repentant collapse 
into one, and those who adopt this posture are healed physically and spiritually. To 
be more specific: when his untreated wound became gangrenous and ultimately 
required surgery, Stephen exhibited the remarkable composure and unflinching 
endurance of a model patient. As the surgeon cut away Stephen’s corrupt flesh, 
the monk conducted his daily task of weaving palm leaves, acting “as though it 
were someone else who was undergoing the knife. While his members were being 
cut away like locks of hair, he showed no sign whatsoever of pain.”82 The ability to 
withstand bodily pain and suffering—with courage and steadfastness—marked a 
good ascetic just as it marked a repentant sinner, both premised on the idealized 
behavior of a good patient.83

Let us return finally to Gerontius’s metaphorical description of Melania being 
wounded by divine love. As mentioned above, in the opening chapters of the Life, 
the metaphor is used to describe the passion and fervor that Melania possesses 
for a life of renunciation. As such, the metaphor seems to position Melania as an 
ideal lover or betrothed, enflamed with desire for and in ready subjection to God. 
Later in the narrative, though, Gerontius again uses the expression as he recalls 
this earlier moment. Gerontius notes that the young girl was “still wearing worldly 
clothes” and recounts an incident when the young Melania developed an inflam-
mation from her embroidered garments. Directly after this story, he reports that 
Melania had been wounded by divine love and that “she could not bear to live the 
same life any longer, but prepared herself to contend in even greater contests.”84 
I suggest that, in this instance in the Life, the new ascetic metaphor enfolds ear-
lier expressions of theological and heresiological piety into a conception of ascetic 
piety. Here we may read the sore caused by Melania’s clothing as a corporeal wound 
inflicted by the Great Physician, a wound that mirrors or manifests the wounding 
of Melania’s soul.85 Again, collapsing together the two types of wounds found in 
medical taxonomy, the sore arises from clothing considered impious (thus mani-
festing sinfulness in the body), yet the sore also stimulates Melania’s repentance. 
Just as God, fellow lay Christians, and clergy are to cut the hearts, minds, and souls 
of those who need to repent and to commence a new life of piety and orthodoxy, 
here too wounds—both physical and spiritual—precede Melania’s adoption of a 
more rigorous form of asceticism, a more healthful life.86 Thus, here the expression 
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of being wounded by divine love draws meaning from the experience of physi-
cians’ harming in order to heal and builds from Christians’ theological under-
standing of the relationship between wounds and piety.87

• • •

In this chapter, I have aimed to demonstrate how embodied experiences of 
wounds and wound treatment structured early Christians’ conceptualization of 
sin, heresy, contrition, and repentance, and conditioned a notion of Christian piety 
based on and emerging through physical bodies. Once the connections between 
embodied experience, theological notions, and piety become clear, we are better 
able to surmise the polyvalent meanings of wounding metaphors across contexts 
and across time, including how they underwrote notions of ascetic piety. Further, 
by reflecting on the embodied foundation of early Christian concepts and meta-
phors, we heed the call of Laurence Kirmayer to “give due weight to the primacy 
of the body not only as an object of thought but as itself a vehicle for thinking, 
feeling, and acting.”88
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police sin and heresy. Th us, for the purposes of this paper, I will merge the discourses when early Chris-
tians’ fi gurative language in them overlaps. Given my interest in broad structures of language, my dis-
cussion proceeds on a rather general level. More work needs to be done to investigate the nuanced ways 
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[Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1973], 218); cf. Hippolytus, In Susannam 10 (PG 10: 691); Origen, In 
Numeros Homilia 8 (SC 415: 212–14); idem, In Numeros Homilia 20 (SC 461: 20); Ephrem the Syrian, 
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contra Julianum, ed. and trans. Edmund Beck, 174:73).



102    Body and Family
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[SC 90: 186–88; trans. E. A. Clark, 48–49]). Gerontius suggests that God enabled the young Melania—
whose delicate skin was irritated even by the fi nest clothing—to withstand pain and irritation when she 
donned far harsher garments, such as a hood of haircloth.

85. We should not ignore the placement of the metaphor immediately aft er this scene. In fact, we 
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between Melania’s being wounded by divine love and the story about her physical wound.

86. In another scene, Melania (and with her Pinian) “suff ered much pain” when she was prohibited 
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7, 12 [SC 90: 138, cf. 140, 150; trans. E. A. Clark, 30; 31, 35–36]). When her parents and husband fi nally 
acceded to her wishes and Melania was able to live the ascetic life that she desired, “she got better and 
completely regained her health” (Gerontius, Life of Melania 6 [SC 90: 136; trans. E. A. Clark, 30]).

87. Medical notions of wounds may be operating in the fi rst few chapters as well. Aft er Melania’s 
failed attempt to convince her husband to renounce sexuality, Gerontius writes that Melania’s “heart 
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reached a fever pitch (Life of Melania 2 [SC 90: 132; trans. E. A. Clark, 28]).

88. Kirmayer, “Th e Body’s Insistence on Meaning,” 325.
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beyond their shared aristocratic wealth and their simple human frailty, 
Melania the Elder and Melania the Younger also navigated a world that was sharply 
defi ned by gender roles. To some extent, as we have already seen, these roles could 
take diff erent forms in contexts of wealth or poverty, sickness or health. But the 
limited range of gender roles available to women in this period also determined 
how the Melanias could fi t into, or fi ght against, previously established patterns of 
female behavior, and how they could be remembered by their male followers. Th e 
celebrated female ascetic was a new role that Christianity made possible, and yet 
this role interacted uneasily with earlier stories about women. Melania the Elder 
and Melania the Younger were ascetic women who challenged traditional Roman 
notions of gender, but they were not the only ones who did so. All these women 
had their status as women questioned, as when Paulinus of Nola exclaims about 
Melania the Elder that he is not certain that he can call someone with such manly 
virtues a woman. Th e discrepancy lay in a dichotomy between ancient notions of 
nature and body. Th us Palladius likewise says about another female ascetic, Olym-
pias, that she cannot be called a woman, since she is a man despite her body. What 
is more, women could make similar claims about themselves, echoing this gender 
hierarchy of masculine superiority that some women, usually through asceticism 
and its attendant manly virtues, could attain. Th e Egyptian hermit Amma Sarah of 
the Desert famously denied being female in nature, though still female in body, 
and in another saying she switched gender with inferior ascetic men, making 
herself the man and them the women. Over and over again, these women were 
able to perform masculinity, sometimes in male dress, to a degree that overcame 
their bodily categorization.
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Th ere is, of course, an element of mythmaking in the literary depictions of these 
women. Th e linguistic turn in history, which calls our attention to how historical 
writing shapes our understanding of the past through literary means, calls into 
question the agency and autonomy of such ancient women—and at times even 
their real existence. Th us, even as young female ascetics seemingly exercise their 
autonomy to refuse marriage, or others are able to resist the pressures to remarry, 
each does so in a way that clearly reinforces the larger ecclesiastical concerns of the 
male writers who tell their stories. Witty rejoinders, philosophical speeches, and 
even biblical exegesis lend these women voices of authority, but the holy words are 
not necessarily their own. Th e purpose of these words, moreover, oft en lies in edu-
cating, or shaming, a predominantly male audience. Yet, as with myths, early 
Christian audiences would have experienced these fi gures—even those whose his-
toricity may be questioned—as real. Th ey served as examples of what was possible 
through the transformative aspects of Christianity, or more specifi cally through 
the transformative power of Christ: a space between this world—and its social 
conventions of gender—and the next, the eschatological expectation of a world in 
which there was neither male nor female. In this section, both essays address the 
construction of women through the lens of memory or tradition. Stephanie Cobb 
asks how stories of the female martyrs Perpetua and Felicitas lived on, in altered 
form, in fourth-century accounts, and how these stories intersected with the lives 
of women in the age of the Melanias. She argues that some elements of the third-
century narrative are emphasized, magnifi ed, and even fabricated to align with the 
ascetic ideals of the later age. Th ese changes in emphasis and development of tradi-
tion lay bare the process by which shift ing social and theological concerns create 
new versions of womanhood. Rebecca Krawiec looks at one of the Melanias 
herself, the Elder, in relationship to monastic memory. Melania’s long-recognized 
status as a masculinized woman receives a new treatment through examining how 
she remembers, as well as how she is remembered in Palladius’s Lausiac History. 
Both pieces engage the theoretical challenges of studying gender in the age of the 
Melanias and propose that, although the real women may be beyond recovery, 
their gendered selves remain.
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In her article “Th e Lady Vanishes: Dilemmas of a Feminist Historian aft er the 
‘Linguistic Turn,’ ” Elizabeth A. Clark asks how attention to the issues raised by 
literary theory may cause us to read texts diff erently.1 She focuses especially on 
women’s history: “Th e desire of many feminists to uncover ‘real women,’ to hear 
‘real female voices,’ is oft en thwarted when these texts are subjected to theoretical 
critique.”2 Even as Clark acknowledges the importance of quests for historical 
women—it is a desire that we should not dismiss even if it is more complex than 
we once hoped—she proposes that we move toward Gabrielle Spiegel’s notion of 
the “social logic” of a text in order to notice “interesting themes that prompt dif-
ferent explorations of these texts in their cultural milieu and relate them to other 
texts of the period.”3 Th e social logic of the early Christian texts that Clark goes on 
to explore has less to do with real women than with elaborating theological issues 
relevant for an author’s audience.

The Life of Melania the Younger serves as an example for Clark. Although the 
vita is ostensibly about the female ascetic Melania, much of Clark’s work exam-
ines how the figure of Melania is put to work by her hagiographer. For instance, 
although the historical Melania seems to have associated with heterodox figures, 
the vita places her squarely in orthodox camps, even going so far as to erase the 
memory of Melania’s grandmother, who was associated with the Origenist contro-
versy.4 Thus Clark demonstrates how the Life of Melania the Younger was used to 
further fifth-century ecclesiastical interests in asceticism and orthodoxy.

The vita also stands as an important witness to dramatic shifts in ecclesiasti-
cal interest between the third and the fifth century—from a discourse of martyr-
dom to a discourse of asceticism. Although the age of the martyrs may seem like a 
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distant—or at least discrete—era from the height of asceticism, Gillian Clark 
reminds us of their temporal proximity: “The ascetics of the late fourth century 
were only half a century away from victims of persecution under Diocletian.”5 Pub-
lic torture and execution—identical to the experiences of the martyrs—continued 
to be part of Late Roman penal codes, and thus they served as reminders of martyrs’ 
faithfulness in the face of physical assault.6 Martyr stories, moreover, were read and 
expounded not only in basilicas on feast days but also in the growing web of shrines 
outside city centers where large groups of Christians might gather to remember—
and benefit from—the martyrs.7 Thus the rise of the relic cult and the popular piety 
practiced at martyria across the empire made the martyrs’ faith ever-present to late 
ancient Christians.

The continued importance of martyrs may also be seen in ascetic vitae, which, 
as scholars note, appropriated discourses of martyrdom. Elizabeth Clark, for 
instance, explains that “the church fathers frequently asserted that asceticism was 
a new form of martyrdom, one in which we could be martyred daily.”8 Compari-
sons between martyrdom and asceticism may be dated as early as Cyprian, who 
equated the crowns received by suffering (red) with those that were a product of 
“labors” (white).9 Gregory the Great asserted that martyrdom is earned equally by 
public or secret suffering; even without experiencing external persecution, that is, 
the individual who desires suffering may be considered a martyr.10 Isabelle Kinnard 
argues that by the late sixth century, the “linkage is . . . seamless” between ascet-
ics and martyrs: ascetic discourse so fully appropriated martyrdom that ascetics 
were martyrs.11 Similarly, as Sebastian Brock notes, “the ascetic is in many ways the 
successor of the martyr. To the early church the martyr represented an ideal, and 
after the end of the persecutions, when this ideal was no longer attainable, it was 
replaced by that of the ascetic, whose whole life was in fact often regarded in terms 
of a martyrdom.”12 Indeed, on occasion the sufferings of the ascetic were claimed 
to be even more significant than those of the martyr.13

The ideal Christians of ascetic vitae are often described in terms reminiscent 
of martyrs: they are athletes or soldiers whose endurance of contests and suffer-
ings has earned them the crowns and laurels of victors. Such language is ubiqui-
tous in the Life of Melania the Younger. Gerontius, for instance, voices concern 
about his ability to relate Melania’s “great contests” (agōnōn: prol.). Nonetheless, 
he describes them, confident that Melania’s story will glorify even those who “have 
contested [agōnisamenōn] up to the very point of death” (prol.).14 Melania taught 
that those who “endure [hypomeinate] a little” will be “crowned with the wreath 
of righteousness” (45). The empress Serena describes Melania and Pinian as hav-
ing “suffered [peponthasin] in their renunciation” (12). Melania, moreover, is said 
to have “delivered herself to death daily,” and she was “persecuted” by her father 
(ediōchthēsan: 12). Her renunciations are described as a “battle” (palē: 16) and a 
“contest” (agōsin: 32). Melania related a dream in which she and Pinian passed 
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through a narrow opening in a wall and “came through that pain with great suf-
fering.” The dream signaled to Melania the promise of future reward in return 
for present suffering (16; cf. 34). The saint “prepared herself to contend in even 
greater contests” by shutting herself in a small cell and devoting herself to prayer 
and fasting (32); she even had prepared for herself a “wooden chest” that did not 
allow for physical movement when she was lying in it (32). The language of endur-
ance (hypomenō), so typical of martyr narratives, is also used of Melania (34). In 
addition, the text—like martyr narratives preceding it—appropriates athletic lan-
guage: Melania is described as a runner who comes to the stadium desiring the 
trophy (63), and Pinian is described as being “crowned with a wreath” at his death 
in reward for “having fought the good fight” (49). Perhaps the most overt appro-
priation of martyr language and imagery within the vita is Albina’s comparison 
of herself to the Maccabean mother, which simultaneously implies a correlation 
between Melania and the Jewish martyrs (33). Thus The Life of Melania the Younger 
offers one—certainly not unique—example of how ascetic discourse appropriates 
the language of martyrdom.

Terminology is not the only way that the vita recalls martyrdom. The cult of 
the martyrs also plays a significant role in the author’s construction of Melania’s 
piety.15 It is, after all, at a martyrium that Melania’s desire for continence is granted: 
after her vigil observing St. Lawrence’s feast day, Melania prematurely gives birth 
to a son who dies soon thereafter. The toll that the difficult birth takes on Mela-
nia (perhaps a consequence, as Gillian Clark surmises, of Melania’s all-night vigil) 
convinces Pinian to agree to a life of continence (5–6).16 Later, when in the Holy 
Land, Melania arranges for the relics of Zechariah, Stephen, the Forty Martyrs of 
Sebaste, and others to be placed in the oratory of the monastery that she built in 
Jerusalem (48). Indeed, Clark has demonstrated that Gerontius constructs Mela-
nia’s piety, in part, by assigning to her the possession of Stephen’s relics.17 Her jour-
ney to Constantinople begins a cycle of stories centering on martyr shrines: she 
and her group first stay at the martyrium of St. Leontius and receive the aid of the 
martyr in obtaining the release of their animals (52); before entering Constanti-
nople, the group stops at the martyrium of St. Euphemia in Chalcedon, where an 
anxious Melania receives comfort from the saint (53). Toward the end of the vita 
Gerontius relates a number of miracles performed by Melania, many of which 
involve the appropriation of saints’ power via relics. Melania, for instance, heals a 
possessed woman by applying to the woman’s mouth consecrated oil from mar-
tyrs’ relics (60), and she helps a woman whose fetus has died in utero by binding 
about the woman the belt of a saint (61). Melania’s death is recounted in relation-
ship to her visit to the martyrium of St. Stephen and the celebration of his feast 
day (64). Her final prayers repeatedly invoke the martyrs, both relating their faith-
fulness and pleading for their intercession (64). After her death, she is clothed in 
various garments and belongings of saints, “for it was fitting that she be buried in 
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the garments of those whose virtues she had acquired while she was living” (69). 
Thus the story of the famous ascetic Melania is infused at numerous levels with the 
discourse of martyrdom; it clearly draws inspiration from earlier passiones and is 
filled with their language, making claims to their memories.

Ascetic authors, however, did not merely borrow the language of martyrdom; 
they also reconstituted martyrdom. Since the interest in linking asceticism and 
martyrdom appears to have developed in the fourth century, the Acta Perpetuae et 
Felicitatis offer an opportunity to trace this discursive appropriation. In what fol-
lows, then, I hope to shed light on some ways that the Acta recount but also rework 
and, I suggest, reclaim the exemplary lives and deaths of two North African mar-
tyrs, Perpetua and Felicitas. I will argue that the fourth-century Acta reconceptu-
alize the third-century Passio by placing the martyrs in the service of developing 
ascetic interests. Although the memories of the martyrs were certainly not fading 
when Melania undertook her travels, certain of their stories were being revisited, 
refreshed, and reappropriated to exemplify new constructions of Christian piety 
and, perhaps, to offer models of ascetic life to women like Melania.

By focusing on the social logic of the Acta, this chapter asks a different set of 
questions than typically have been asked of these texts.18 When scholars discuss 
the Acta and other retellings of Perpetua’s and Felicitas’s story, their concerns are 
often with the texts’ derivative status and misogynistic nature.19 But if we read 
these later accounts as contributions to an ascetic discourse—rather than as dis-
tortions of Perpetua’s real words—we may better appreciate their social function.20 
Shifting our focus from questions of historicity to questions about the discourses 
in which these texts participate allows us to read the Acta as sharing in a larger 
collection of reflections on an earlier martyrological tradition. Furthermore, 
I propose that reading these texts as products of a new political and ecclesiasti-
cal milieu—namely as texts emerging from a postpersecution church that dem-
onstrate affinities with the ascetic movement—may offer new insights into the 
differences among the stories. From this perspective, the social logic of the Acta 
has less to do with a misogynistic Christian impulse and more to do with appro-
priating stories about exemplary martyrs to make them relevant for the church in 
a new age.

ACTA

Th e fourth-century Acta are extant in two Latin versions, which may have been 
created to meet liturgical needs for brief accounts of the martyrdoms.21 Th ree 
trends in the Acta may off er clues to the authors’ ascetic interests: the texts high-
light the theme of renunciation; they relate the events to communal rather than 
individual concerns; there is a narrative emphasis on the Fall and the relationship 
between asceticism and the restoration of humanity.
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Renunciation
Both Acta begin with a cursory interrogation scene in which the proconsul Minu-
tius commands the Christians to sacrifi ce; aft er their refusal, they are returned to 
prison (I.1.1–3, II.1.1–3). Th e next scene in Acta I is reminiscent of the Passio: Per-
petua explains to her father that as a vase can go by no other name, so she cannot 
be called anything other than “Christian” (I.1.2). Her father’s response is to lunge 
at her, determined to “dig out her eyes” (I.2.3). Th is interaction is markedly diff er-
ent in Acta II: in this version, Perpetua’s father expresses the shame that her 
imprisonment has brought on the family. Perpetua responds: “If you want your 
daughter to be perpetual, the perpetual and blessed life is not able to be obtained 
without confession of Christ and the contempt [contemptum] of the present world” 
(II.2.2). In both versions—albeit in diff erent ways—the theme of renouncing the 
world is underscored by the introductory scenes. Acta I focuses on naming: Per-
petua renounces all forms of identity other than Christian; Acta II articulates a 
larger renunciation of the present world.

The next notable example of the theme of renunciation comes in Acta I.5. The 
proconsul calls the women before him and begins interrogating Felicitas. The pro-
consul asks if she has a husband, which gives Felicitas the opportunity to reject 
out of hand the institution of marriage: “I have, whom I now despise [contemno]” 
(I.5.3).22 The proconsul pushes for information on her husband’s whereabouts, to 
which she simply responds: “He is not here” (I.5.4). Felicitas is pressed yet further 
for information about other possible authority figures, presumably to whom the 
proconsul might appeal. She informs him that she does not have parents, ally-
ing herself only with her fellow Christian and brother Revocatus. Finally, Felicitas 
is urged to take pity on her unborn child.23 In response, she asserts: “It is com-
manded to me to despise [contemnere] all things on account of God” (I.5.7). This 
short interview covers important ground: Felicitas is depicted as independent of all 
pagan male authority—though it is important that she acknowledges her brother 
Revocatus, who is also imprisoned as a Christian.24 Furthermore, she “despises” 
the two family members who would most likely serve as emotional hindrances to 
her goal: husband and child. Renunciation of worldly attachments is an important 
theme in this episode, though the narrative does not subvert intra-Christian hier-
archical interests, since Felicitas allies herself with her congermanus Revocatus.25

The narrative of Acta I then turns to the proconsul’s much shorter interrogation 
of Perpetua. In a rhetorical flourish, Perpetua puns on her own name when asked 
if she will sacrifice: “I am a Christian and I follow the command of my name, to 
be perpetual” (I.5.10; cf. II.5.4).26 The proconsul also asks Perpetua if she has par-
ents, to which the soon-to-be-martyr replies simply yes. The narrative shifts at this 
point to Perpetua’s family’s arrival at court. Both Acta inform us that her parents, 
her brothers, and her husband, together with his child, came as soon as they heard 
of her arrest.27 Acta II alone specifies the family’s motive for coming: they were 



116    Gender and Memory

“endeavoring to soften the constancy of her faith” (II.6.1). Acta I recounts Per-
petua’s father’s words in ways reminiscent of the Passio: he begs Perpetua—“now 
not daughter but woman”—to have pity on him, on her mother, on her brothers, 
on “this unfortunate husband of yours,” and, finally, on her child, “who will not 
be able to live without” her (I.6.2). In the end, Perpetua does not pity her family 
members, countering her father’s words with a (witty) plea and a promise: “Father, 
do not be afraid: if you do not stand in the way of your daughter Perpetua, you 
will possess a perpetual daughter” (I.6.3). The proconsul further suggests that Per-
petua’s parents’ tears—or, at least, the cry of her child—should move her, but it is 
a proposition that she rejects: tears would move her only if she were found “apart 
from the sight of God and the fellowship of the saints” (I.6.4).

In the final act of the interrogation scene, Perpetua’s father throws (jactans) her 
child at her neck, while he, her mother, and her husband beg her: “Have pity on 
us” (I.6.5). Readers familiar with the complexity of feelings related by the Passio 
may be surprised at Perpetua’s single-minded response here.28 Without signs of 
hesitation or sadness, Perpetua throws down (proiciens) the infant and drives back 
(repellens) her family members with a Gospel quotation: “Depart from me, work-
ers of iniquity, for I do not know you” (I.6.6; II.6.6). It is, she asserts, not because 
of them but “on account of God” that she is able “to do greater and better things” 
(I.6.6). The interrogation scenes in the Acta, therefore, focus on the renunciation 
of marriage and family attachments. Both martyrs have contempt for their hus-
bands, and both reject natal family in favor of their Christian family, an alliance 
that allows them to achieve “greater and better things.”

Brent Shaw has characterized the author’s presentation of the women in the 
Acta as “schizoid”: on the one hand, “the women are to be praised—after all they 
were martyrs to the Christian faith. On the other hand, their actions are so unnat-
ural, from the standpoint of male cultural expectations, that they are portrayed 
in an extreme and rather unlikeable manner.”29 Perpetua’s actions, Shaw argues, 
“would be bound to elicit a negative reaction from (at least) the male listeners of 
the Acta.”30 Conversely, Rex Butler has argued that the author of the Acta, working 
against Montanist interests in the Passio, normalizes Perpetua’s marital situation: 
“The redactor’s inclusion of the husband restored the heroine to an orthodox fam-
ily circle.”31 Butler argues that traditions about the Montanist prophets’ rejection 
of their husbands influenced the portrayal of Perpetua in the Passio, and thus the 
introduction of Perpetua’s husband in the Acta is a means of taming an otherwise 
socially subversive text.

Certainly there is ample evidence for growing concerns about women’s power 
in the early church, as Shaw’s and Butler’s arguments suggest. But the trends in 
the Acta may be better understood as reflecting interests associated with the rise 
of the ascetic movement in North Africa rather than as serving primarily to indi-
cate growing unease with Perpetua’s words and her power. First, we should note 
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that Perpetua’s “own words”32 are not excised in this narrative. If the Acta are read 
as digests of the Passio (as both Shaw and Butler do), and if we assume—again, 
with Shaw and Butler—that the Passio preserves historically reliable textual tradi-
tions originating with Perpetua—then it is true that some of Perpetua’s words have 
been omitted, and that some words have been replaced by others. But, it is not the 
case that the Acta represent a silencing of the female martyr’s voice. In fact, the 
inclusion of Felicitas’s interrogation argues against an agenda focused primarily 
on silencing women. As in the Passio, the women’s roles in the Acta are larger and 
more pronounced than the men’s, and their witness is more complete: whereas 
each male martyr is given two sentences of testimony—one individual and one 
collective—Felicitas and Perpetua are given much more.

The presence of Perpetua’s and Felicitas’s husbands in the Acta may offer clues to 
understanding the social context within which to place these texts. Because Shaw 
and Butler—in different ways—approach the Acta as derivative texts, as texts that 
alter a historical, original witness, they interpret the differences between the Passio 
and the Acta in negative terms: the authors of the Acta have distorted the authen-
tic text. When we shift our interests to inquiring how the characters function in 
narratives produced by and for fourth-century communities, another interpreta-
tion becomes possible. From this perspective we may focus on how communities 
adapt texts to new situations. On the one hand, perhaps we may assume an ancient 
audience had the same questions that modern audiences often have: Why are the 
saints’ husbands absent from the narrative?33 If Perpetua was “properly married” 
(matronaliter nupta: Passio 2.1), where is her husband? Why doesn’t he make a 
claim for his child, as was his legal right?34 The silence of the Passio may simply 
have demanded an answer. Indeed, Jacqueline Amat surmises that the author of 
the Acta supplied a husband for Perpetua “sans doute parce que son absence a 
étonné le rédacteur.”35

On the other hand, the Actas’ explicit introduction of the husbands into the 
narratives—whom the martyrs immediately and categorically reject—aligns the 
women with contemporary interests in celibacy. Melania, for instance, repeatedly 
begs her husband, Pinian, to live with her in continence. And although Melania 
does not reject her husband outright—as Perpetua and Felicitas do—she clearly 
wishes to reject marriage as an institution: she asks Pinian to allow her to live in 
continence (Vita 1), she continually tries to flee (Vita 4) until, eventually, he agrees 
to live as “her brother in the Lord” (Vita 8). Within the confines of an ascetic 
discourse, Perpetua’s rejection of her husband and child may have seemed not 
“unnatural,” “extreme,” “unlikeable,” or even “harsh,” but, rather, exemplary.36 
Although contemporaneous non-Christians, or nonascetic Christians, might react 
to the Actas’ portrayal of Perpetua and Felicitas negatively, an audience receptive 
to an ascetic form of Christianity likely would not. Christians of this ideological 
persuasion would presumably find nothing offensive about Perpetua’s actions. In 
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the Acta, then, the husbands may be introduced precisely in order to allow the 
saints to renounce them, thereby aligning the women with ascetic ideals and cast-
ing the martyrs as models of ascetic piety.

Renunciation is not a surprising theme to find in a martyr narrative. It is cer-
tainly present, as a matter of course, in all early Christian martyr texts.37 The 
interrogation scenes, however—unique to the Acta—underscore the extent of 
the female martryrs’ renunciation of natal family, husbands, and, indeed, of the 
present world. The authors of the Acta may have been constrained by the preexist-
ent tradition that associated the female martyrs with marriage and children, and 
thus they may not have been free to omit these elements altogether. Apparently, 
however, they were free to recast the traditional martyr story as an ascetic story, 
thereby narratively reconstituting the parameters of martyrdom after the fact. The 
married mother martyrs are, in the hands of the authors of the Acta, models for 
the renunciation of this present world. They serve as an important reminder that 
lifelong celibacy was not the only route to an ascetic life. Indeed, it is the story 
of Perpetua and Felicitas—not one like that of the virgin martyr Agnes—that 
would serve as a particularly apt example of asceticism for women like Melania 
the Younger, who met social obligations for marriage and childbirth before com-
mitting to continence.

Community
Th e Acta display a marked concern for the Christian community and, especially, 
the relevance of an individual’s experience for the larger group. Th is narrative 
interest may refl ect a desire to make an earlier martyr account applicable, more 
broadly, to later Christian congregations. Th e second theme I wish to explore, 
then, is the texts’ interest in the communal over the individual. One iteration of 
this theme is closely tied to renunciation: the fourth-century texts privilege Chris-
tian communal ties over ties to biological families; the second way that the theme 
can be traced in the Acta is through an analysis of Perpetua’s visions, which, as 
opposed to the Passio, assert the relevance of the visions for all Christians, not just 
for Perpetua herself. Th e victory imagined, therefore, is not that of an individual 
but that of the entire Christian community; this victory, furthermore, is—as we 
shall see—not merely a victory over this-worldly persecutors but over cosmic 
powers that enslave humans.

When the author of Acta I introduces the Christians who were arrested in 
Thuburbo, he highlights their relationships to one another: Saturus and Saturninus 
were brothers, and Revocatus and Felicitas were brother and sister (congermanus: 
I.1.1). In this small Christian group, we see a merging of natal and Christian fami-
lies: biological brothers and sisters are also brothers and sisters in faith who were 
arrested together and who will die together. Felicitas, as we have already seen, 
acknowledges only Revocatus when the proconsul asks about her family (I.5.6). 
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She states that she is “not able to have more important relatives” than her fellow 
Christians (I.5.6). If the author of Acta I was familiar with the introductory por-
tion of the Passio, he has strengthened family ties among the Christians, since 
the Passio does not relate the arrested Christians to one another biologically. (Cf. 
Passio 2.1.)

Perpetua alone in Acta I is unrelated to any other Christian arrested. The 
author—like the author of the Passio—explicitly connects her to her natal fam-
ily instead: Perpetua “was of noble birth and had a father and mother and two 
brothers and a child at the breast” (I.1.1). It is of interest that, according to the 
Passio, one of Perpetua’s brothers was a catechumen, but the author of Acta I does 
not relate this connection to Christianity. Thus one difference between the Passio 
and Acta I is the heightened opposition that Perpetua experiences from her family 
as a whole; none of her natal family is allied to her spiritually. In this text, then, 
the first encounter between Perpetua and her father takes on added significance, 
since she rejects her noble birth and her entire family, claiming only the name 
“Christian” (2.2).

Elements of Acta II also highlight tensions between natal and Christian fami-
lies. In his prefatory remarks, the author refers to Perpetua as Felicitas’s sister, thus 
invoking a Christian family for Perpetua that will be contrasted to her birth family. 
And although Perpetua’s earthly father’s family is noble, having confessed Christ, 
she is now a daughter of God (II.1.1). The concerns of the two families—Christian 
and biological—are markedly different. Acta II emphasizes the shame that Per-
petua’s family feels at her arrest (II.2.1, II.6.2; cf. I.2.1). Her father sees her actions 
as bringing dishonor, but Perpetua considers him foreign (alienos) to her, since he 
is “separated from the redemption of Christ” (II.6.6). Perhaps the Christian group 
that produced this version of the martyr account struggled with the social conse-
quences of adherence to the Christian life and, in response, heightened the tension 
between believers and nonbelievers in an effort to emphasize the family of faith.

Another aspect of the emphasis on communal versus individual in the Acta 
is apparent in the visionary episodes. Both texts relate two visions received by 
Perpetua, one of a ladder extending up to heaven (I.3.1–8, II.3.1–8) and one of a 
contest against an Egyptian (I.7.1–3, II.7.1–3). Readers familiar with the Passio may 
detect subtle yet important differences in these visions. In the Actas’ first vision, 
Perpetua saw a bronze ladder extending up to heaven. Hanging from the ladder 
were knives and weapons, and at the base was a terrifying dragon. She saw Satu-
rus ascending the ladder, and when he looked back, he said to all the martyrs (ad 
nos: I.3.5)—not just to Perpetua (cf. dixit mihi: Passio 4.6)—that they should not 
fear the serpent. Here we see the community incorporated into Perpetua’s vision: 
Saturus promises all Christians that, strengthened in the grace of Christ, they 
will share his fate (I.3.5).38 Perpetua then saw a shepherd milking sheep in a gar-
den; the shepherd called to the martyrs and gave them the milk, which they ate. 
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The presence of the group in this vision is striking. In the Passio, the pronouns are 
singular: Saturus speaks to Perpetua, and the shepherd calls to her and gives her 
milk. In the Acta, though, what was once an individual visionary experience has 
now become a communal one.

Similarly, in the only other vision related by the Acta, Perpetua sees an Egyp-
tian. This vision is notably shorter than the version found in the Passio. The authors 
of the later texts simply report that Perpetua saw an Egyptian, “rolling under their 
feet” (“volutantem se sub pedibus eorum,” I.7.2; “sub eorum pedibus volutantem,” 
II.7.2). In the Passio, this vision centers on Perpetua’s masculinizing transforma-
tion and her singular victory: she alone defeats the Egyptian, understood to be 
the devil. In the Acta, however, the individual experience becomes a communal 
one: all the martyrs are envisioned as contributing to and benefiting from the 
Egyptian’s defeat.

In both visions, what was once (i.e., in the Passio) an individual experience 
has become a collective experience. Perpetua is not alone in her visions; the com-
munity is with her and is the beneficiary of the victory related through them. 
Although the Passio does suggest that the first vision is meaningful for all the 
imprisoned Christians (“we realized that we would have to suffer,” 4.10), the last 
vision—of the Egyptian—is not. It is Perpetua who fights the Egyptian, and the 
victory (both in the vision and in reality) is hers alone: “I realized it was not with 
wild animals that I would fight but with the Devil, but I knew that I would win the 
victory” (10.14). The Passio emphasizes the singular, the individual, whereas the 
Acta apply the visions’ lessons to all Christians.

What shall we make of this emphasis on collectivity? In a period of persecu-
tion, the individuality of the visionary experience was surely powerful. Christian 
audiences were invited to marvel at Perpetua’s strength and resolve and to imagine 
doing the same as she had done. The individual nature of the contest was obvi-
ous. After the age of persecution, though, martyr narratives might be appropri-
ated to meet new ecclesiastical needs. As Joyce Salisbury has noted: “Many of the 
acts of the martyrs were rewritten to make them more consistent with prevailing 
church doctrine, or to put it another way, to bring them up-to-date and make them 
relevant to the experiences of Christians at any given time.”39 In a  postpersecu-
tion world, communities might appropriate martyr texts to quite different ends. 
In the case of the Acta, fourth-century communities appear to be claiming the 
female martyrs for a new ecclesiastical moment. The emphasis on renunciation, 
on communal interests, and—as we shall see next—on the reversal of the Fall work 
together to suggest asceticism as a discourse to which these texts contribute. Per-
petua and Felicitas, in the hands of these authors, remain noble martyrs, but their 
example extends further. The Acta appropriate the Passio to make the martyrs’ 
witness relevant to a new community: these female martyrs become exemplary 
ascetic Christians, whose victory over Satan is enjoyed by all the faithful.
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Reversal of the Fall
Rebecca Krawiec observes: “For Christianity, asceticism does not negate the body 
and the goods associated with it, but changes the body from its fallen state to one 
that anticipates the heavenly state, either of the resurrected body or of the angelic 
body.”40 Understanding this ascetic interest in “anticipat[ing] the heavenly state” 
helps us isolate and explain the Actas’ emphasis on the defeat of Satan. Th is theme 
may be illustrated in two ways: fi rst, the overthrow of the cosmic enemy of God; 
and second, the restoration of humanity to a pre-Fall state.

Like the Passio, the Acta interpret Perpetua’s vision of the Egyptian as a defeat of 
the devil. Upon hearing about the vision, the Christians were “moved with grati-
tude for God,” because “the enemy of the human race having been overthrown, 
made them worthy of the glory of martyrdom” (I.7.1–1. II.7.1–3). But the Acta relate 
the defeat of the devil by means of a more theologically laden statement than that 
found in the Passio: the devil is identified as “the enemy of the human race,” who, 
having power at one time, has now been “overthrown.” The Acta may also imagine 
a more expansive defeat: whereas in the Passio, Perpetua understands that she will 
defeat the devil and thus attain personal victory over him, the Acta imply a more 
thorough—or final—overthrow of the cosmic opponent of God.41

If the Acta imagine Satan’s power to have ended—at least within the Christian 
community—do they also imagine an accompanying anthropological change? 
Does the overthrow of Satan, in other words, make a difference in the way human 
existence is imagined in these texts? I suggest that it does, and to demonstrate the 
point, we must turn to a perpetually understudied character: Felicitas. The lack of 
attention to Felicitas is regrettable, since later authors invest her with much reveal-
ing theological baggage. In particular, late ancient Christians seem especially 
interested in her labor and in what the scene can reveal about sin and salvation.

The Passio and the Acta relate that Felicitas was pregnant when she was arrested. 
Her fellow Christians pray for her to go into labor so that she can die with them. At 
this point the Passio and Acta I narrate a story that is different from that of Acta II. 
The former record a verbal sparring between Felicitas and her prison guard. The 
guard asks her how she will bear the pain of the amphitheater if she is experiencing 
so much pain in labor. In both texts Felicitas distinguishes what she experiences 
alone (i.e., labor) with what the Lord will experience for her (i.e., martyrdom; cf. 
Passio 15.6, Acta I.8.2).

Acta II, uniquely among these early accounts, associates Felicitas’s labor with the 
curse of Genesis 3:16.42 Curiously, this text does not relate the interaction between 
the martyr and the prison guard, in which the fiery Felicitas bests her opponent 
in verbal repartee. On the one hand, the absence is odd, given this author’s inter-
est in contrasting the martyrs to their diabolical persecutors. On the other hand, 
however, the absence makes sense when we note the author’s description of Felici-
tas: “Desiring Christ and loving martyrdom, she neither asked for a midwife, nor 
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felt the pain of childbirth [“nec partus sensit iniuriam”]” (II.9.2). This description 
of Felicitas is as important as it is stunning. Earlier martyr texts assume that in 
their deaths the martyrs defeated the powers of Satan and attained the immortal 
crown. But here, in this ascetically influenced martyr account, Felicitas seems to 
have defeated Satan, to have reversed the curse of Eve, and to have attained the 
physical benefits of a prelapsarian body before her death. She is not, it seems, an 
heir to Eve, but rather she is a new Eve.

A difference between the Acta and the Passio in the first vision also implies 
the possibility of Christians attaining the benefits of the prelapsarian life. In the 
Passio, the garden that Perpetua enters is at the top of the ladder (4.8). One must 
not merely defeat the dragon but also successfully scale the ladder—avoiding its 
instruments of torture—in order to enter this Edenic paradise in the heavens. 
Only those who have died may partake of the garden’s offerings. In the Acta, the 
location of the garden is “near” [iuxta] the base of the ladder (I.3.6, II.3.6), not in 
the heavens above. Thus, in the Acta, the paradisical garden is available to Chris-
tians, it seems, even before death and apart from amphitheatrical contests.43

Narrative interest in the overthrow of Satan and the ways that Perpetua and 
Felicitas claim victory over this cosmic power shed light on some aspects of the 
texts that have been discussed above. Together, the Actas’ interest in renunciation, 
community, and defeat of Satan make a text relevant anew to a Christian commu-
nity concerned not with pagan persecution but Satanic domination. Perpetua and 
Felicitas are no longer merely models of ideal witnesses in the face of Roman per-
secution. They are also exemplars of the ascetic life and its tangible, this-worldly 
benefits: their choice of the ascetic life enacts the reversal of the Fall.

PERPETUAL FELICIT Y IN MEL ANIA’S  WORLD

For historians interested in the social logic of the texts, the most important aspect 
of the Perpetua tradition may not be the historical details of the martyrs’ deaths 
but, rather, how subsequent authors worked to keep the tradition alive. But alive 
for whom? I have posited authors (and an audience) with ascetic interests and sug-
gested ways in which Melania the Younger—or someone like her—could stand for 
the ideal audience. Although there is no direct evidence that Melania was familiar 
with the story of Perpetua and Felicitas—much less, which version of the story she 
may have known—the popularity of the martyrs and their veneration throughout 
the empire suggests that a literate and well-traveled Christian like Melania would 
have encountered the stories of the Carthaginian martyrs. I wish to trace the 
ascetic aft erlife of Perpetua and Felicitas further—into the world inhabited by Mel-
ania—even if fi rm connections to Melania herself elude our grasp.

Perpetua and Felicitas were, along with Cyprian, the most venerated of the Afri-
can martyrs.44 Ross Kraemer and Shira Lander observe that “by the fourth century, 
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Perpetua’s fame had spread beyond Carthage.”45 The women’s witness would be 
remembered, of course, through the celebration of their dies natalis at the place 
of their burial in Carthage. But the rites associated with the martyr shrine were 
not the only ways that these martyrs were remembered. Their story was regularly 
invoked in North African literature dating from soon after their deaths until well 
into the fifth century. Tertullian, writing in Carthage a few years after their deaths, 
appears confident that his audience will understand a passing reference to the Pas-
sio.46 Augustine indicates that the story of Perpetua and Felicitas was treated by 
some as authoritative scripture.47 Their story was also popular enough to become a 
model for subsequent martyr stories: it influenced at least two other North African 
martyr stories, the Martyrdom of Marian and James (set in Numidia around 300 
c.e.) and the Martyrdom of Montanus and Lucius (set in Carthage in the mid-third 
century).48 Augustine and Quodvultdeus, as we shall see, mention the women 
in their sermons. Further evidence of the widespread popularity of the stories 
of Perpetua and Felicitas may be found in their commemoration in calendars in 
Rome and Antioch.49 Scholars have suggested that a fresco in the fourth-century 
catacombs of Saints Marcus and Marcellianus in Rome draws on Perpetua’s first 
vision.50 A late fifth-century mosaic in Ravenna and a sixth-century mosaic at the 
Eufrasiana Basilica in Porec serve as further testimony to the widespread venera-
tion of these martyrs.51 Manuscript data may reflect the popularity of the Acta over 
the Passio: the latter is preserved in only ten manuscripts, whereas the former is 
preserved in forty-one.52 The inscription at the Basilica Maiorum, furthermore, 
may reflect familiarity with—and even a type of canonicity of—the Acta, since the 
inscription preserves the martyrs’ names in the same order as is found in the Acta.

At least by the fourth century, there was a church dedicated to the memory of 
Perpetua and Felicitas in Carthage.53 Although we have no direct evidence that 
Melania visited Carthage or the martyrs’ burial place, the Basilica Maiorum, during 
her seven-year stay in North Africa, given Melania’s interest in martyr veneration 
and relics, it is possible that the saint traveled to Carthage to honor the martyrs.54 
One interesting and somewhat more firm connection between Melania the Younger 
and the Perpetua tradition lies in Rome: the Codex-Calendar of 354 contains a list 
of martyrs commemorated by the church in Rome.55 Although most of the martyrs 
listed were associated with Rome itself, three North African martyrs are included: 
Cyprian, Perpetua, and Felicitas. The inclusion of the Carthaginian women surely 
suggests their popularity across the empire by the mid-fourth century. The Codex-
Calendar was produced—and perhaps donated by—a famous calligrapher named 
Filocalus who knew Melania’s family.56 Thus the feast of St. Perpetua was observed 
by the Roman church at least by 354, a celebration in which pious Christians like the 
Melanias would likely have participated. Another interesting connection between 
Melania the Younger and the Acta, in particular, is Augustine. The discovery of 
Sermo 282auct, which is a longer form of the previously known Sermo 282, has led 
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scholars to the conclusion that Augustine knew not only the Passio but also some 
form of Acta II.57 This suggests that the Acta were used alongside the Passio by the 
North African church and, thus, may have been available to Melania.58

The impulse to appropriate the memory of Perpetua and Felicitas for new ends 
was not unique to the Acta. Similar motives may be identified in the homiletical 
traditions of both Augustine and Quodvultdeus, contemporaries of Melania the 
Younger.59 Both bishops, for instance, demonstrate asceticizing interests in their 
homilies on the female martyrs by underscoring the renunciations—of sex, gen-
der, family, and this world—made by Perpetua and Felicitas. Augustine appears to 
align Perpetua with the ascetic movement when he explains that the devil did not 
try to overcome her through her husband, because she “was already, in her exalta-
tion of spirit, living in heaven, and the slightest suspicion of carnal desire would 
make her, for very shame, all the stronger” (Sermo 281.2). Here, Augustine implies 
that Perpetua is proleptically participating in the promises of the resurrected and 
perfected body because of her continence. Quodvultdeus explains that the milk 
Perpetua received from the shepherd in her vision strengthened her to renounce 
family and world: “The sweetness of perpetual felicity [felicitates perpetuae] ena-
bled her to contemn [contemnere] her son, despise [spernere] her father, to let go 
the world [non haerere mundo], and to lose her life for Christ [perdere animam pro 
Christo]” (De Temp. I.V).

The move from individual to communal—primarily seen in the argument that 
“perpetual felicity” is a reward that all Christians may claim—can also be found in 
Augustine’s and Quodvultdeus’s sermons. Augustine, for instance, tells his congre-
gation that “these women were called [i.e., “Perpetua,” “Felicitas”] what everyone 
is called to [i.e., perpetual felicity]” (281.3); on another occasion, he asserts that “by 
their names they have been witness to the indivisible gift we are going to receive” 
(282.1). Quodvultdeus tells his congregation that “perpetual felicity is at hand for 
all of us” (De Temp. II.12). He also warns his congregation against attachment to 
“the passing felicity of this world,” reminding them that “if all the saints loved 
that worldly felicity, they would not have the ‘Perpetual Felicity’ of the church” 
(De Temp. II.12).60 These sermons argue that all Christians may claim the reward 
of the martyrs. We could interpret these shifts from individuality to universality 
as reflective of a misogynistic impulse aimed at diminishing the testimony of two 
North African women. But such an interpretation may be unnecessarily limiting. 
Even if these texts restrict the power of the female martyrs, they simultaneously 
perform constructive work for the community by applying the women’s example 
to new circumstances.

Finally, the later traditions exhibit interest in the restoration of humanity, 
especially by allusion to the reversal of the curse of Genesis 3:16. In Sermo 280.1, 
for instance, Augustine adds an explicit reference to Genesis in his discussion of 
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Perpetua’s vision: “Thus the head of the ancient serpent, which had been the ruin 
of woman as she fell, was made into a step for woman as she ascended.”61 Quo-
dvultdeus also compares the martyrs to Eve. The grace of Christ “has restored 
[reparavit] the female sex,” he asserts. “Perpetua and Felicity trod underfoot the 
serpent’s head, which Eve admitted into her heart.” Although the devil was able to 
overcome Eve in the garden, he could not conquer Perpetua and Felicitas, “even 
when they were under the power of such mighty enemies” (De Temp. I.V). Thus, 
both Augustine and Quodvultdeus imagine Perpetua and Felicitas as new Eves, as 
women who face temptation but do not succumb to it. In Perpetua and Felicitas, 
we see what could have been; we see that humanity can be restored through ascetic 
forms of Christian piety.

C ONCLUSION

Th e work that has been done in the recent past to write women’s history and inter-
pret women’s absences has been vital work for the scholarship of late antiquity. Th e 
literary turn, however, gives new opportunities for interpreting texts apart from 
their historicity (or lack thereof). Indeed, it allows scholars to circumvent the 
problematic categories of “original” or “unmediated” texts in favor of readings that 
focus on how texts are adapted to meet particular social circumstances. Texts that 
have been undervalued because of their perceived derivative status may now be 
embraced as literary creations that seek to make earlier events and characters rel-
evant to new situations and congregations. Rather than focusing on what the Acta 
are not—namely Perpetua’s words—we do better to follow Elizabeth Clark’s call to 
focus on the social logic of a text, seeking to understand the work that the Acta do 
within their communities, communities for which the age of persecution was past 
but that wished to claim new relevance for past heroines. Th rough this lens we see 
that ascetic literature not only appropriates martyrological language; it also 
engages in a project that rewrites the martyrs’ histories in order to make them 
relevant to later Christians in need of new guidance and inspiration.

If the Passio was outdated and a relic of a past age, focused as it was on crises 
that had been resolved, the Acta and other exegetical traditions suggest that the 
early church was not done with Perpetua and Felicitas. Rather than discarding 
the traditions about their martyrdoms once imperial opposition to Christianity 
had passed, the Acta illustrate concerted efforts to remake the martyrs as ascetics 
whose model could endure beyond the age of persecution. Scholars regularly com-
ment on the appropriation of martyrological imagery and language in ascetic dis-
course, but the Acta illustrate that a more complex literary relationship was taking 
place. Ascetic literature not only borrows from martyr literature; it also remakes 
that literature in its own image.
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MEL ANIA AND GENDERED HISTORY

In the prologue to his Lausiac History, Palladius repeatedly addresses his dedica-
tee, whom Demetrios Katos has argued was a eunuch in the imperial court at 
Constantinople,1 with the command to “act the man,” (andrizou).2 At one point, 
this is a call specifi cally to a renunciation of wealth, the main model for which is a 
woman, although a “gender-bent” one: Melania the Elder.3 Th is moment sets the 
tone for gender ambiguity in this work, a topic that earlier scholarship on Palla-
dius’s view of ascetic women debated in binary-gender terms. Th is discussion, pre-
dominantly in the 1990s, was divided: some argued that women in Palladius were 
equal to men only if the feminine was escaped in favor of a masculinized self; this 
view drew on references to women’s having been made male, usually through 
asceticism, and particularly through sexual renunciation.4 In contrast, others 
argued that Palladius favored a common humanity over modern scholars’ division 
“of human identity into cultural fragments.”5 Th is latter argument maintained that 
Palladius, as well as other ancient writers, saw women and men as equal in their 
(fallen) humanity. Th is argument has oft en centered on Melania the Elder largely 
because of her famous epithet—“female man of God”—but also because of  her 
centrality to the Lausiac History as a whole. Her role in the text, in turn, is due to 
her ability to be in social contact with many male monks because of what Eliza-
beth Clark argues is an Origenist view of fl uidity of the body.6 Th us, Melania’s 
gender-bent status in later scholarship acknowledged the tension between these 
two positions: Melania is female but not like other women. Th is emphasis is oft en 
more on her gender and less on issues of asceticism and its eff ects on sexuality.7
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I will extend this debate to argue that Melania, in Palladius’s account, is a trans-
gressive figure in terms both of gender and of sexuality, most significantly because 
of her relationship to monastic memory. Elizabeth Castelli, in this volume, explores 
how the introduction of gender as a category questioned the role of women in our 
sources as historical agents, especially when the sources are hagiographical and so 
not particularly suited for questions of social history.8 Rather than limiting Mela-
nia to this category, or moving her to its opposite, her transgressiveness requires 
a concept that challenges the very notion of category—namely queer. Using this 
noncategory allows an extension in understanding Melania’s position in the text. 
Even though Palladius remains silent on Melania’s sexual status in her interactions 
with other figures male and female, her fluidity is made possible because she is 
queer. Both Virginia Burrus and Amy Hollywood have argued for queerness being 
based less in a social history of gays and lesbians, and more in challenges to nor-
mative discourses of sexuality, and so of gender.9 Simply put, Melania can interact 
with men throughout the text because, although a woman, she has a nonnorma-
tive female sexuality: she is never the object or source of desire for the monastic 
men around her. Rather, in at least one interaction with a monastic woman, she is 
a conduit of desire for the reader, and later she is able to teach a male figure how to 
control his own heterosexuality.

Further, these interactions all provide Melania with a voice, the voice of 
memory; she is not just a “female man of God” but a rare female voice in a male 
text—yet she does not provide what, in social-historical terms, we may regard as a 
female view. The text remains male-authored, but both who remembers and who 
is remembered create a social memory of gender. Part of Melania’s gender ambi-
guity in Palladius’s Lausiac History is that she is aligned with the predominantly 
male activity of remembering others. Further, her memory is both of women (as 
other women remember) and of men (as otherwise only men remember). Thus, 
alongside the notion that she is queer, we should also include the concept of gen-
derqueer, a refusal of gender assignment, since Palladius ascribes to her roles and 
actions that in the ancient world were primarily allowed to men even as he contin-
ues to identify her as a woman.10 Patrica Cox Miller has pointed out the dilemma 
for male writers of combining the categories holy and woman.11 In the Lausiac 
History, there are monastic (or holy) women, but by and large Melania is not in 
that category; she is a monk among men, but repeatedly labeled a woman. How 
Palladius remembers her challenges, and so queers, these binary choices. She is 
both fully female—a Roman matron who is the head of a female monastery—and 
male, in terms of a variety of roles she plays in civic locations such as Rome and 
Jerusalem.

This social memory of gender becomes contested in Palladius’s and Jerome’s 
competing accounts of monastic women. Here gender and memory take on an 
eschatological extension as part of the Origenist debate that both authors waged. 
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Palladius’s genderqueer memory of Melania makes her an alternative to the 
properly gendered ascetic women associated with Jerome. Jerome’s memory of 
Marcella, when contrasted with Palladius’s account of Paula, reveals the gender 
dynamic of their memorials. Within that debate, in terms of memory, Melania is 
not made male, nor is she a female “person” (which in antiquity implied maleness) 
appearing as a female alternative to a male model.12 Rather, Palladius presents her 
as having what Judith Halberstam terms a “female masculinity,” whose existence 
challenges the binary of male/female, a queer (Origenist) alternative to the domi-
nant femininity that Jerome made a necessary aspect of anti-Origenism.13

MEL ANIA IN THE L AUSIAC HISTORY :  A  QUEER 
MONASTIC MEMORY

Th e Lausiac History is constructed through a collective monastic memory. Th ough 
Palladius, typically for an ancient author, off ers his text as a response to his patron’s 
“command” to write it, he nevertheless presents it as a “holy reminder” both to 
Lausius and, by extension, to his other readers:14 that is, it provides memories in 
order to teach readers how to remember their own virtues.15 Th e source for these 
reminders is, further, a collective memory: although Palladius tells Lausius that his 
work is an “account of my entire experience” totaling some thirty-three years “in 
the company of the brethren and my own solitary life,” he also explicitly draws on 
stories of others, “those I had seen and those I had heard about.”16 Both sets of 
memories, individual and collective, are, as memory theory has shown, shaped 
through the interactions with others who are part of the social movement.17 Th e 
characters in this work, including Palladius, are monastic because they exemplify 
the monasticism that is “enacted through appeals to [monastic] memory.”18 As a 
result, Palladius creates a social cohesion for diverse forms of monastic practice 
over and against the social contestations about monasticism that were taking place 
as part of the larger Origenist controversy at the time.19

Part of that social cohesion is gender roles in memory; monastic memory, in 
the Lausiac History, is primarily male, whether men or women are being remem-
bered. The collective reporting is men remembering men; reports about women 
are often based on Palladius’s memory, though he at times includes their voices 
about their own experiences. In the terms that Sue Campell uses to describe a 
process of remembering, Palladius tries to present both a first voice, the one 
remembering, as he puts himself into the second voice, the listener who prompts 
the memories (or voices) of others, thus providing “certain ways of remembering 
the past.”20 Palladius remembers some women remembering—primarily a male 
activity—just as some women are remembered practicing asceticism and monasti-
cism, as defined in male terms.21 This asceticism can, at times, masculinize women, 
as Palladius suggests at the beginning of his chapter on ascetic women: “I must 
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also commemorate in this book the manly women to whom God granted strug-
gles equal to those of men so that no one can plead as an excuse that women 
are too weak to practice virtue successfully.”22 Thus here there are masculine 
women (a female masculinity) stemming from asceticism, but the result for Pal-
ladius is that they are worthy of being included in monastic memory alongside the 
memory of men.

Memory theory, once gendered, thus allows one answer to the challenge of the 
linguistic turn. This approach acknowledges that Palladius is writing these women 
and their voices or memories;23 but it also pays attention to the role of women. They 
occasionally can be part of the collective monastic memory, as Palladius records it, 
but only when they talk about themselves or, at most, other women. Otherwise the 
memories of women come from Palladius and his knowledge. The main exception 
to this gendered aspect of monastic memory is Melania the Elder—for her, mem-
ory is not just gendered but queered. Unlike other women, and like men, Melania 
participates in the memory, and so the authorizing, of stories about other monks, 
female and male. She is not just part of memory. She remembers, both on her own 
and as specifically included in a male-monastic collective memory. Just as Burrus 
has argued that the married Gregory of Nyssa is a “queer ascetic” because “his 
asceticism fails to conform to expectations,” so too the female Melania has a queer 
memory, because hers challenges the gender norms for memory in this history.24

Three accounts in the opening chapters of the Lausiac History reveal Melania’s 
gender ambiguity in relation to memory. First, in the fifth chapter, Palladius gives 
a description  of a woman who leaves Alexandria to entomb herself. Though it is 
Palladius who was told about this woman, Alexandra, by Didymus, it is Melania 
who reports the reason for her isolation and how she is able to live such a life, 
because it was Melania who questioned her directly and so remembers the con-
versation.25 However, this exchange was not made possible, as we may assume, 
because of their shared gender, since Alexandra specifically did not meet face-to-
face with either men or women once entombed—not even with the woman who 
brought her supplies.26 Melania confirms that, during their conversation near the 
window, she “did not see her face.” She does, however, speak with her, something 
Alexandra seemingly does not do with any other person, man or woman. As a 
result, the reader learns from Melania the reason for Alexandra’s confinement: 
she showed proper female sexual shame by hiding her body after it caused male 
heterosexual desire.27 This desirability is then queered when she hides her face 
from everyone, men and women, with the implication that everyone needs to be 
protected from the lust her body can elicit.

Yet the very existence of this desirable female body, the ability to imagine it, is 
available to the reader only because Melania reports it: that is, here Melania serves 
as the second voice who prompts the memory of the event that led Alexandra to the 
tomb and shapes how readers remember Alexandra. Melania, like everyone else, 
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avoids looking at this desirable female body; yet her monastic memory queers her 
role in this story. Melania, ostensibly a heterosexual Roman widow, has a memory 
voice that serves in place of the male gaze; she records Alexandra’s desirability, 
even as she (and others) cannot look at it. This position, however, does not make 
her male but rather provides her with an ancient textual equivalent to Halberstam’s 
description of a butch gaze. A 1993 Vanity Fair cover with Cindy Crawford and k.d. 
lang, says Halberstam, requires heterosexual men to place themselves in the posi-
tion of lang, the butch, to be able to desire Crawford.28 In Palladius’s text, in order 
for (male) readers to envision the desirable female body, they have to listen to 
Melania’s memory of their conversation. In other words, as the source of memory, 
Melania, to quote Eve Sedgwick, “criss-crosses the lines of identity and desire,” 
since any desire for Alexandra or, indeed, desirability itself has to be experienced 
through Melania’s memory.29

Four chapters later, the narrative has moved to Nitria, where Palladius relies on 
the collective memory of the brotherhood (adelphotēs) to attest to the virtues of 
Or, a now-deceased monk whom Palladius never met. Among this adelphotēs is 
Melania, here with her well-known soubriquet, hē anthrōpos of God.30 The Greek 
term for the brotherhood that serves as the authenticator of memory is important, 
since Daniel Stramara has shown that Palladius also uses it to describe double 
monasticism, an “adelphotēs of men and women.”31 In this other adelphotēs, there 
is a male monk, Sisinius, who is head of the separate groups of men and women. 
In order to act as an effective leader for women, he has both rid himself of “mascu-
line desires” (that is, apparently heterosexual desires for women) and has “bridled 
the feminine traits of the women.”32 Thus, the scriptures have been fulfilled, says 
Palladius, citing Galatians 3:28—itself a text with a queer history, as Dale Martin 
has shown.33 It is, then, the loss of one man’s heterosexual desire and his ability to 
“silence” or “muzzle” the women’s (collective) femaleness (which is equated with 
their inherent sexuality) that leads to there being no male or female.34 Further, 
the women’s femaleness is muzzled not because they control their own desires but 
apparently because a man no longer desires them.35 Thus, in this adelphotēs there 
is a loss of (male) heterosexuality but not of men and women.

Adelphotēs, then, for Palladius has multiple meanings, but he always uses it in 
reference to monastic situations without heterosexuality: a collective male broth-
erhood; a collective female sisterhood;36 or this group of men and women, once 
(male) desire is checked. The use of this term to describe the monks of Nitria, 
including Melania, therefore, is significant. Palladius emphasizes Melania’s pres-
ence by calling her chosen or remarkable among the monks, a position that also 
makes her particularly notable in being able to testify to the virtues of the deceased 
male monk Or.37 She draws attention for being a woman participating in what I 
argue is in this text a male monastic activity: remembering other monks.38 The 
implication, however, is also that she can do so because she is not the object of 
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male desire and so is part of the adelphotēs. She is queer in her challenge to a nor-
mative view of women as sexual beings among male ascetics, and she is gender-
queer since she has a female masculinity in her ability to remember.

Both her general role in memory and her label as hē anthrōpos of God connect 
Melania to the next figure whom Palladius describes, the monk Pambo. Palladius’s 
memory of Pambo comes from Melania herself. Melania here has two voices: the 
first voice, of her account, and the second voice, wherewith she records Pambo’s 
memory, including his voice. Thus, here there is a male voice (Pambo) reported 
by a woman’s voice (Melania) preserved through a male writer’s pen (Palladius). 
Once again, Melania stands out—she is not the usual female role, having only the 
first voice, but she has the second as well; this dual role makes her like Palladius 
and a select few other male figures. Further, none other than Pambo authorized 
her memory of him. As he approaches death, he gives his only possession—the 
last basket that he was weaving—to Melania, specifically “that you may remember 
me.”39 The transmission of holy authority at death is a common motif in monastic 
texts, but the signifier was often clothing, echoing the biblical models of Elijah 
and Elisha.40 What happens here is subtly but significantly different: the marker 
of Pambo’s memory is located not in monastic clothing but in a monastic work-
product. Social memory theory again helps unpack the meaning of this event: the 
production of the basket requires a repetitive bodily motion (weaving) that, like 
writing, creates what Paul Connerton labels a “habit memory” of the social values 
of this community.41 The basket thus transmits the social memory of the monas-
tic community that Pambo represents; Melania is the guardian of that memory. 
Melania’s status here is based not only on her wealth or her patronage (the subject 
of much of the story), but on her connection to the memory of Pambo, whom 
Melania identifies as ho anthrōpos of God: the masculine equivalent to the term 
Palladius used for Melania in the previous chapter. Pambo’s masculinity in this 
phrase is (to use again Judith Halberstam’s argument) made possible by Melania’s 
female masculinity.42 Both are part of the adelphotēs whose memory Melania helps 
preserve. Melania thus, like Palladius, has particular authority over the memory 
of the Egyptian desert, something she can transport (like the basket) to Jerusalem.

Melania’s memory is her source of authority in these accounts, but only because 
she is queered through it. Within the narrative framework of the Lausiac History, 
Melania functions in relationship to memory in a manner similar to what the 
queer-memory theorists Christopher Castiglia and Christopher Reed have argued 
the character Karen does in the television show Will and Grace. This show, which 
appeared on American television from the late 1990s to the mid-2000s, had four 
main characters: two gay men, Will and his friend Jack, and two straight women, 
Grace and her employee, Karen; Castiglia and Reed argue the stronger relation-
ships were between Will and Grace and between Jack and Karen. They further con-
trast the heteronormative title character, Grace, who has a “strained and anxious” 
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relationship to memory, with Karen, who actively celebrates a memory that con-
nects her to queer culture. One result is that rather than being an isolated figure, 
Karen participates in the community that is based on this memory.43 So too Mela-
nia has a strong relationship to (male) monastic memory, since she is both subject 
and object of memory, and she blurs both gender distinction and sexuality in her 
memory of others.44 Melania is like Karen in terms of the blend between a hetero-
sexual female self and participation in the memories of a group that is not popu-
lated by heterosexual women. Castiglia and Reed write: “Despite her always off-
stage husband and children, Karen’s participation in gay cultural memory ‘queers’ 
her in ways that become occasionally explicit,” as when she (and not Grace) is 
invited to gay male-only parties.45 Likewise, Melania, despite her (dead) husband 
and absent child (now under the care of a guardian), and her later leadership of 
a female monastery in Jerusalem, participates in the male aspects of monastic 
cultural memory in ways that queer her, also occasionally becoming explicit: hē 
anthrōpos of God.46 In Palladius’s Lausiac History, some women are remembered as 
women, some as women equal to men; but Melania’s memory is queer.

MEL ANIA,  MARCELL A,  AND PAUL A: 
THE GENDERQUEERED VERSUS THE GENDERED 

MEMORY OF MONASTICISM

Melania’s queer memory also shapes how Palladius remembers her, not just how 
she remembers in his text; it becomes a genderqueered memorial. Each of two 
other discussions of Melania in the Lausiac History stands in contrast to two 
women associated with Jerome: Marcella and Paula. Th ese juxtapositions reveal 
how the memory of monastic women is part of the larger argument about Origen-
ism, gender, and monasticism.47 Writing in the wake of the theological purge of 
Egyptian monasticism aft er charges of Origenism, there may have been pressure 
for Palladius to engage in forgetting, a “willed amnesia,”48 about the gendered 
aspects of the monastic past that were now controversial. Instead, he promotes the 
genderqueerness of Origenist monasticism, as remembered through Melania, over 
and against Jerome’s straight monasticism, evidenced in Palladius’s memory of 
Paula. Both positions are made explicit not just through the language of the body 
and sexuality but also through memory and community. Melania is not made male 
with Paula remaining female; rather, both are remembered as Roman matrons49 
who had diff ering relationships with the larger (male) monastic communities, dif-
ferences that strengthened and weakened them accordingly. Paula thus serves as a 
Grace to Melania’s Karen; the two fi gures function as “embodiments of competing 
attitudes or social positions,” with specifi cally “diff erent attitudes towards mem-
ory.”50 Finally, both women have eschatological fates mapped onto them that show 
the positive and negative outcomes of these competing gendered monasticisms.
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My first example requires an extension beyond the Lausiac History to contrast 
a text of Jerome’s—his letter to Principia that he “dedicates to the memory of that 
holy woman Marcella”—with Palladius’s account of Melania’s trip to Rome.51 In 
each account the woman in question appears as a teacher in Rome, and each is 
remembered in relationship to Egyptian monasticism, Rome, and Jerusalem. 
Despite these shared points, the differences are vast. Apart from the fact that the 
two women are associated with opposing positions on the theological dispute in 
question, each woman teaches quite differently. Marcella, as Andrew Cain has 
shown, functions as a representative for Jerome.52 In addition, Jerome suggests her 
method of teaching, such that she hides her participation, stemmed from Marcel-
la’s self-understanding of her gender and scripture; “For she knew that the apostle 
had said: ‘I suffer not a woman to teach’ [1 Tim. 2:12], and she would not seem 
to inflict a wrong upon the male sex.”53 This wrong would be twofold: Marcella’s 
teaching could emasculate those who sought her advice, including priests, and it 
would put all involved in opposition to Paul’s commands. Marcella has a properly 
gendered relationship to scripture. She teaches, but as a woman, defined by the 
Bible; her voice is not her words, and so her voice does not connote agency, as 
voice does for memory in Palladius.

In addition to teaching orthodoxy, Marcella learns monasticism in Rome, not 
from Jerome but from Egyptian leaders who are there in exile from Arian perse-
cutions. She thus is instructed in the Jerome-approved Egyptian monasticism of 
Antony and Pachomius, without having to travel to Egypt and possibly be exposed 
to other forms of monasticism there.54 As a result of these teachings, Marcella is, in 
Jerome’s account, the first aristocratic woman to embrace monasticism in Rome, 
and she is so successful in gaining female followers in monastic seclusion on the 
outskirts of the city that Rome, says Jerome, was “transformed into another Jeru-
salem.” Jerome’s claim, however, is somewhat odd, since he has emphasized that 
only women are part of Marcella’s community and that it is not in the city but 
outside it—yet somehow men also became part of this transformation: not only 
did “monastic establishments for virgins become numerous,” but also “of hermits 
there were countless numbers.”55 Jerome’s need to keep gender fixed, and separate, 
leads him to elide how Marcella’s leadership can include conversions of men to 
the monastic way of life. Finally, in his account, Marcella saves Rome from heresy 
(once again not publicly but working behind the scene),56 only to see it then fall to 
invasion, an occasion that also leads to her death. Her experience of the invasion 
is also gendered: she is beaten but not raped (Jerome says because of her age); she 
also prays on behalf of her companion Principia that she not be raped either, a 
prayer that is fulfilled.

The relationship between place, monasticism, and gender in this memory of 
Marcella is complex, showing the import to Jerome of creating a social memory of 
a monasticism that is both gender-appropriate and theologically correct. Marcella 
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is remembered as the founder of an Egyptian-style (but not Origenist) monasti-
cism in Rome, but on the outskirts—which nevertheless transforms the city itself 
into Jerusalem, a Rome-turned-Jerusalem that then falls even as Marcella is safe in 
the church of the apostle Paul (the same apostle who does not permit a woman to 
teach). The role of the cities, and their relationship with Egyptian monasticism, is 
particularly significant, since memory theory has shown that places hold memory 
and are a source of identity.57 Marcella, in Jerome’s account, remains fixed in loca-
tion, but she transforms the space around her in ways suitable to her gender.58 
Because her gender-fixity is the basis of her strength in this account, it creates a 
social memory that reinforces gender rather than challenges it. Jerome has used 
his memory of a past figure to lay claim to the “social power that authority over 
the past secures.”59

In contrast, Palladius uses appeals to the past to create a different social memory 
of monasticism, one wherein gender is not a boundary, a marker of the binary, nor 
even a hierarchy in which Melania has improved her status from strictly female 
to male. Rather, Palladius’s memory of Melania offers an alternative account of a 
woman teaching, one that does not fix her gender but again allows fluidity between 
female and male roles. She, like Marcella, has studied scripture, but rather than 
through one man (as Marcella through Jerome) through multiple (male) “ancient 
commentators.”60 Unlike Marcella, Melania “instructs”61 in her own voice, not as 
the mouthpiece for a male teacher. She teaches family members, apparently in 
private, so that they are converted to Christianity and specifically monasticism; 
but she also holds forth, apparently publicly, to those of “senatorial class and their 
wives” about the impending fall of Rome, as foretold in scripture.62 That is, she 
teaches about scripture to the ruling class of the city. Palladius records a speech by 
Melania, thereby remembering her as indenpendent.63 Melania’s actions through-
out this section position her as clearly female in relation to her family. Here 
Palladius refers to her only son and her separation from him as well as her concern 
about her granddaughter. Yet the description also calls to mind the male roles 
of the monastic abba bringing Egyptian monasticism via Jerusalem to Rome; of 
scriptural interpreter; and, by invoking senatorial rank, of orator to the Senate. 
Rather than saving Rome from heresy, she saves her family to monastic life and 
then attempts to save those in Rome by preparing for its fall. Although no longer 
in the male monastic setting of Nitria, Palladius’s memory of Melania here shows 
the same qualities of genderqueerness as earlier. Palladius thus continues to use 
the memory of Melania as a monastic figure, now after she has left Egypt, to shape 
a social memory of a monasticism in which gender has a distinctly different role 
than in Jerome.

This contrast is even more evident in Palladius’s memories of Melania and Paula, 
and of their respective relationships with the male monastic leaders Evagrius and 
Jerome. Melania has a well-known role in Palladius’s description of Evagrius, who, 
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he states, deserves to be remembered.64 In scholarship, this story is often referred 
to for biographical information about Evagrius: his early connection with the Cap-
padocians, his problematic love affair, his flight to Jerusalem, his eventual confes-
sion to Melania, and his subsequent move to Egypt. If, however, we ask how Mela-
nia is being remembered in Palladius’s account, specifically in terms of gender, a 
question arises: Why, and how, does Evagrius confess to Melania rather than any 
male monastic leader in Jerusalem? Further, after vowing to Melania to take on 
the monastic life, why does Evagrius go to Egypt rather than stay in Jerusalem, 
where monasticism is certainly practiced, not least by those figures who themselves 
have left Egypt? The positivistic answer, “That is what really happened,” remains 
possible as an explanation, particularly to the first question;65 but at least one 
element—that Melania puts on Evagrius’s habit—is, according to Columba Stewart, 
contradicted by Evagrius himself in his letters.66 In Palladius’s account, Melania’s 
wealth and status are central to her portrayal and make possible her level of social 
contact with male monks, thereby raising the possibility that she was head of the 
double monastery.67

From a social memory perspective, however, it is important that Palladius 
remembers their interaction in the terms that he does, since the confession itself 
centers on issues of sexuality and because his later description of Melania and 
Rufinus’s monastic communities associates her only with the women. Thus the 
queer aspects of Melania that stem from her relationship with Evagrius enter into 
the social memory of the genderqueer monasticism that Palladius promotes. As 
with her trip to Rome, Melania here takes on both female and male roles. Pal-
ladius explicitly identifies her as a “female Roman”68 whom Evagrius somehow 
meets, and whom he later describes in relationship to a female community in 
Jerusalem, whereas Rufinus’s relationship to the monastic community is some-
what obscured.69 Yet Melania is able to discern Evagrius’s concealment of sin, like 
a monastic prophet; she listens to his confession, like a late antique (male) monas-
tic abba to a disciple, which leads to his spiritual healing;70 she elicits a vow from 
him, and she makes him a monk by giving him his habit.71 When he leaves for 
Egypt shortly thereafter, the implication is that he must go to the Egyptian desert 
in order to avoid the dangers of the city, to which he has succumbed not just once 
(in Constantinople) but twice (again in Jerusalem).72 These dangers are located in 
Evagrius’s flesh, which his illness specifically attacks.73 It is Melania who brings 
about the means to curing this flesh, this sexuality, since the vow she gains from 
him leads him to Egypt.74 Palladius affirms later in the chapter that Evagrius was 
particularly plagued by the demon of fornication and that he gained mastery over 
it only three years before his death.75

Melania’s gendered actions vis-à-vis Evagrius engage her earlier authority over 
the memory of Egyptian monasticism in the Pambo story. Because Melania keeps 
Pambo’s basket until her own death in Jerusalem, it serves as a marker of the link 
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between (Origenist) monasticism in Nitria and these monasteries in Jerusalem.76 
Melania’s appointment as guardian of that memory allows her to have similar 
authority over Evagrius. By extension, she is instrumental in the development 
of Evagrian monasticism in Egypt, precisely what Jerome has now attacked.77 
Because of the link between memory and location, Melania is remembered as 
head of both female and male spaces, the female monastery in Jerusalem (but also 
Evagrius and his heterosexual masculinity) and the desert of Egypt. Palladius’s 
genderqueer memory of her links her to the whole monastic community, which 
strengthens her.

In contrast, Paula, Palladius suggests, is remembered only in relationship to one 
man, one who does not allow her to be genderqueer despite her ability to be such. 
Descriptions of Paula, as Demetrios Katos has recently noted, occasion two of Pal-
ladius’s direct attacks on Jerome.78 Katos has made the case that what has angered 
Palladius here is that Jerome has extended his own change of position on Origen to 
Paula. I emphasize that Jerome has done so to Paula’s memory. Palladius’s response 
not only criticizes Jerome; it reshapes the memory of Paula to criticize the role of 
gender in Jerome’s monasticism.

Genderqueer memory now extends into an Origenist eschatology, fulfilled 
by Palladius’s form of monasticism but denied by Jerome’s. Palladius identifies 
both Paula and Melania as female Romans, and both women are specifically 
associated with an ability to learn and with prophecies.79 As with Marcella and 
Melania, however, the differences between how these shared characteristics 
shape memory are significant. Melania’s learning connects her with a larger com-
munity, the multiple male commentators and other monks, mostly male, who 
also share in this learning. Further, her learning specifically allows her to be 
freed both from “knowledge falsely so called” and from the body itself. The 
books create wings, such that she becomes a “spiritual bird” who flies to Christ.80 
Paula, in contrast, despite “being a genius of a woman” was limited from her full 
(genderqueer) potential since Jerome’s envy led him to stand in her way. Paula, 
unlike Melania, remains a woman; her individual relationship with one person’s 
memory weakens Paula; or, to use a different term, it closets her. Thus Paula is 
remembered only in terms of Jerome, who “prevailed upon her to work towards 
his own end and purpose” and so thwarted her genius.81 Both figures’ associa-
tion with prophecy sums up this contrast. A monk makes a prophecy that Paula 
will die and so escape Jerome’s meanness or malign influence.82 Melania’s link 
with the Sibylline prophecy, however, leads everyone in Rome, despite their 
response to Melania’s teaching, to praise God.83 Melania’s connection to proph-
ecy leads to her triumph as a biblical interpreter and teacher; the prophecy about 
Paula leads to her death, her only way out of the (anti-Origenist) closet that Jerome 
has put her in.



The Memory of Melania    141

C ONCLUSION:  THE GENDERQUEER 
MEMORY OF MEL ANIA

Th e memory of Melania in Palladius’s text appears in multiple relationships. Mela-
nia is remembered in connection: to several men (Pambo, Rufi nus, Evagrius, a 
governor,84 male kin, and Palladius himself); to individual and collective women 
(the immured virgin, Silvania, Olympias, and the entire female monastery in Jeru-
salem); to the household (when she travels to her family in Rome) and to the 
public (when she teaches those of “senatorial class and their wives”); to the Egyp-
tian desert, to Jerusalem, and to Rome. Even with the ancient view of women as 
underdeveloped men, Melania is remembered as outside the binary, not able to be 
classifi ed as either a woman or a man. Paulinus’s rhetorical query about Melania—
“if I can call someone with such manly virtues a woman”—makes this clear; he 
cannot rightly call her a woman, but neither does he call her a man.85 Th is is a 
promiscuous memory, nevertheless rooted in ascetic morality. Its queerness helps 
explain the association of Evagrius’s great letter with Melania.86 Th ere are multiple 
options, as queerness demands: perhaps Evagrius wrote her the letter and 
addressed her as a man, given her mastery of his masculinity and his heterosexual-
ity in their encounter in Jerusalem; perhaps later editors changed the references to 
male, because they recognized the maleness in the memory of Melania; or perhaps 
even it is simply that the letter was remembered as being written to her, despite the 
male references within the text, which can remain unaltered within this memory. 
If the lady threatened to vanish with the linguistic turn and then appeared in mate-
rialized form, as David Brakke has argued,87 with memory theory this lady, at least, 
comes out as a queer monk.
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the emergence of an imperially sanctioned Christian orthodoxy, and of net-
works of writers, practitioners, and institutions that could defi ne and (to some 
extent) enforce that orthodoxy, is one of the most dramatic changes in Roman 
culture to take place during the lifetimes of the two Melanias. Melania the Elder 
was part of a Christian generation that had been born not long aft er the death of 
Constantine in 337, a generation that came of age aft er the establishment of legal 
tolerance and imperial favor for Christianity but before the legal or ecclesial status 
of the Nicene Creed was fully settled, either within the imperial family or in the 
Roman Empire as a whole. What is perhaps most remarkable about the rise of 
Christian orthodoxy in those decades is not the specifi c content of the doctrines 
upheld but how the idea of a public, enforced, orthodoxy and the related idea of 
heresy became normal. Th e lives of Melania the Elder and Melania the Younger, 
however, show how diffi  cult it was to coordinate orthodox theological content 
with the concrete lives of the individuals who sought or claimed to be orthodox. 
Th e sheer fact that defi ning orthodoxy was an ongoing process, taking place over 
long stretches of time and large geographical areas, meant that the system of inter-
actions from which orthodoxy emerged could not also be contained within the 
limits of any one person. Th e history of orthodoxy is the history not of an aggre-
gate of orthodox people but of a system that came into being on a scale larger than 
the human. Individuals could live within this system, but they could never repli-
cate the entire system in themselves. Th e chapters in this section describe the var-
ious ways that the lives of the Melanias participated in the system of orthodoxy but 
also, in signifi cant ways, failed to conform to it.
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Robin Darling Young’s chapter uses the writings of Evagrius to reorient the life 
of Melania the Elder toward an older paradigm of Christian thought and practice, 
in which Melania is a gnostic teacher and guide, in contrast to her portrait in Pal-
ladius and Jerome as someone participating in theological party strife as an anti-
Arian and Origenist. Th is shift  in categories is illuminating: although there is cer-
tainly theological content to Evagrian gnosticism, in this paradigm there is also an 
attempt to align that content with the spiritual practice of the individual gnostic. 
Th is attempt is, however, incompatible in both content and form with the new and 
more systemic kind of orthodoxy that was emerging during Melania’s lifetime, 
which presupposed systems of truth that were potent public forces.

In Susanna Drake’s chapter, we see the tension between two diff erent albeit 
overlapping social systems, the family and class network that made up Roman 
nobility in late antiquity and the religious and ecclesial system that made up ortho-
doxy, especially in Augustine’s North Africa. Although their gift s and support to 
North African churches, and Pinian’s near-conscription into the priesthood, indi-
cate the couple’s strong ecclesial ties, Melania the Younger and her husband fi t 
more consistently into the older system of nobility than into the new orthodoxy. 
Th eir complex relationship with Augustine is compounded by Gerontius’s depic-
tion of Melania the Younger as potentially both Pelagian and Augustinian on doc-
trinal questions. Th e apparent lack of clarity in doctrine, Drake argues, can be 
explained by looking at Melania as part of the late ancient nobility, in a way that 
precluded an exclusive allegiance to North African orthodoxy.

A similar lack of alignment becomes clear in Christine Shepardson’s chapter on 
Gerontius, Melania, Nestorianism, Miaphysitism, and Chalcedonian orthodoxy. 
Shepardson describes the complex chronology leading up to the dominance of 
Chalcedonian thought in the later fi ft h century, aft er Melania the Younger’s death, 
and argues that Gerontius’s portrait of Melania is anachronistically anti-Chalcedo-
nian, as Gerontius himself became, aft er the Council of Chalcedon. At the same 
time, the complicated and relatively quick shift s in defi nitions of orthodoxy in the 
fi ft h century led Gerontius to depict Melania as staunchly orthodox in a way that 
oft en left  the content of that orthodoxy undefi ned. Melania herself did not live 
long enough to continue into the specifi c system of orthodoxy that Gerontius 
inhabited, and his posthumous biography attempts to correct this fundamental 
problem.

Th e chapters in this section demonstrate the complexities involved in the rise of 
Christian orthodoxy from the mid-fourth to the mid-fi ft h century. Th ey invite us 
to consider these complexities not strictly as theological problems, nor as political 
confl icts, but as problems in the coexistence of limited individuals with social 
systems that expand beyond the confi nes of a single life.
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In an age of silenced women,1 Melania the Elder (ca. 340–410) spoke forcefully. 
Celebrated and admired in her own lifetime, she has regained her fame in the late 
twentieth century, in large part thanks to my beloved teacher, the historian Eliza-
beth Clark. A grandee of the imperial aristocracy, Melania controlled her own 
wealth under the Roman civil code;2 she could provide public benefactions and 
promote the career of her son in the city of Rome.3 Her power did not diminish 
when she left  Rome at his maturity, in about 373. As a pilgrim in Egypt and Pales-
tine, she controlled a retinue, distributed largesse, and freely intimidated a Roman 
provincial offi  cial. Melania’s dramatic return to Rome twenty-seven years later 
magnifi ed her fame, and aft er her death an imperial courtier received her biogra-
phy, interwoven with those of well-known ascetics, as a composite portrait of 
desert holy people.4 Recently Melania has fi gured in discussions of asceticism, of 
late ancient women and their images, and of the debates over Origen’s theology in 
the early fi ft h century. Works by two main admirers, Paulinus of Nola and Palla-
dius of Helenopolis, have been historians’ chief sources for her activities.5 Likewise 
Melania’s main detractor, Jerome, backhandedly confi rmed her fame.6

But a more obscure source, the Evagrian letter collection, makes available a dif-
ferent aspect of Melania’s life. Her friend Evagrius of Pontus knew her not only as 
a powerful patron and determined ascetic but as a woman who put into practice a 
refashioned discipline of ascetic philosophy—the arduous and esoteric path of the 
gnōstikos, or Christian sage. According to Palladius, Evagrius became her protégé 
and disciple in Jerusalem in 382. He cultivated their friendship in his letters from 
Egypt, and later he made at least one visit to her house in Jerusalem. Although 
Melania’s letters have not survived, his letters to her show her as a full participant 
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in the Christian study circles that still, in the late fourth century, flourished in 
Egypt and in Palestine.

As Clark has shown, the learned Melania exercised a patronage customary among 
wealthy Roman women—a practice of patronage that had faded after the Republic 
only to revive in late antiquity as women’s money funded pilgrimages and monastic 
foundations.7 Melania was indeed the lady who vanishes from sight once she has 
served the literary purpose of her male admirers, but nonetheless her own purposes 
were real.8 Palladius’s Lausiac History and Paulinus of Nola’s two letters dramatize 
Melania and fit her image to the purposes of their authors; both are third-person 
accounts, and in them Melania is, respectively, an admired ascetic leader and a virgin 
heroine returning to her family in Rome toward the end of her career.9

Yet the letters that Evagrius wrote to Melania differ strongly—by content, genre, 
and intention—from theirs. In this source there are second-person addresses and 
descriptions—sentences and phrases that supplement those other portraits of 
Melania. His letters indicate several aspects of Melania’s work attested by neither 
Paulinus nor Palladius: first, that Melania herself wrote or dictated literary works 
in the form of letters; second, that she was not merely a reader of Origen but a par-
ticipant in a way of life guided by Origen’s work; and third, that she conformed to 
the portrait of a gnōstikos and friend of God that Evagrius and his circle had been 
cultivating at least since his arrival in Egypt, probably in 382. In addition, Eva-
grius’s Pros Parthenon seems to mention her as leader of a group of ascetic women. 
Finally, these letters—contrary to a recent assertion—help show that Evagrius’s 
famous letter known as Ad Melaniam was addressed to her. This correspondence 
provides convergent evidence not only that Melania participated actively in the 
revival of Origen’s thought at the end of the fourth century but, further, that she 
was willing to fund the circumstances for the dissemination of that thought.10

MEL ANIA AS A PRESENCE IN EVAGRIUS’S  LET TERS

Since Evagrius composed all sixty-four of his extant letters and the Pros Parthenon 
during his seventeen years in Egypt, they probably constitute the fi rst textual wit-
ness to Melania’s activities—well before Paulinus’s letters, and twenty years and 
more before Palladius made the fi nal edition of his Lausiac History. For that rea-
son, and because the letters communicate esoteric teaching to a smaller circle of 
recipients, they should be a primary witness to Melania’s project.

It would be surprising if Melania did not write more than those now-lost let-
ters, for Evagrius can hardly have been her only correspondent. Melania remained 
involved in the affairs of her family and of her ascetic friends from her residence 
in Jerusalem. But lacking her own compositions, historians have been forced to 
depend upon depictions of her in the writings of others. Palladius made her life 
the centerpiece of his last work, the Historia Lausiaca, and thus presented her to an 
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audience at the imperial court in Constantinople through the work’s dedication to 
the courtier Lausus. Evagrius, on the other hand, wrote to Melania as a patron and 
confidant, and as a fellow teacher, while she was still alive. Although Palladius’s 
work appeared two decades into the fifth century, and thus almost forty years after 
Evagrius’s first encounter with Melania, it was a series of biographical sketches 
meant to defend the style of asceticism associated with Evagrius, one that had been 
destroyed in 400, the same year when Melania left Jerusalem for the West. Though 
her work appears reflected in the letters of her friend, these letters nonetheless 
transmit her teaching.11 Previous work on Evagrius’s writings lacks specific atten-
tion to these particular letters.12

How did Melania join the gnōstikoi of Egypt and Jerusalem? In a recent article 
on her lost decade, Kevin Wilkinson records Melania’s solicitude toward her sur-
viving son and demonstrates her financial acumen. In 362, mourning the deaths of 
her husband and two children, she moved to Rome with her son Publicola. Mela-
nia provided for his future by installing him in Roman senatorial circles; she saw 
to his education, found patrons in the Senate, financed the games he was obliged 
to provide as quaestor and praetor, and finally appointed a legal guardian for him. 
Wilkinson writes:13

In other words, although Melania was likely committed to almsgiving, fi nancial sup-
port of the Church, and other forms of noblesse oblige favored by Christian aristo-
crats in Rome, she was mostly living a life not unlike any other ambitious senatorial 
mother. Th is explains why her ascetic biographers [Palladius and Paulinus?] found 
nothing very edifying to record until, in her early thirties, she fi nally embarked on 
the more perfect life of a nun.

Th is episode demonstrates Melania’s expertise already in her twenties in the late 
Roman patronage system. She was no less a patron when she funded the Nicene 
monks aft er their exile from Egypt in 373 or when she returned to Rome to see to 
the interests of her granddaughter and namesake, Melania the Younger.14

Wilkinson does not mention, though, that Palladius highlights the role of 
Melania—and in fact inserts her at many apparently unnecessary points in the 
Lausiac History—because he recognizes the ongoing power of her name, a name 
that was surely remembered in Constantinople as well, and probably also by Lau-
sus, Palladius’s own patron. Palladius wrote the Lausiac History in 419/20, after he 
had already written a book in support of John Chrysostom, and he wrote as an 
advocate of the now-destroyed community of intellectual ascetics in Kellia, per-
haps hoping to preserve its memory—and its writings—through gaining Lausus’s 
sympathy for this now-disappeared group. His account influenced those of Socra-
tes and Sozomen, both active later in the capital.15

Palladius also aimed to preserve the memory of his teacher Evagrius, and of 
precisely how the life of Evagrius intersected Melania’s. If she acted as patron to 
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her own son, and as patron to the monks of Egypt under the hostile Arian bishop, 
she was also acting as patron to Evagrius when he arrived in Jerusalem. In order to 
see how this is so, it will be necessary to review the part of Evagrius’s life in which 
Melania acted as an axis around which he made the great turn from ecclesiastical 
politics to the life of a solitary.16

MEL ANIA AND EVAGRIUS IN JERUSALEM

Antoine Guillaumont describes the relationship between Melania and Evagrius in 
his posthumously published Un philosophe au désert.17 According to Guillaumont, 
the departure of Gregory of Nazianzus from Constantinople, and the appointment 
of Nectarius as his episcopal successor, led Evagrius into diffi  culty. Nectarius was 
a disappointment by comparison; a praetor of senatorial rank, trained in the law, 
he was baptized, consecrated, and quickly established as bishop in Constantinople, 
but perhaps with little of Gregory’s depth or fi nesse.18 Evagrius had worked closely 
with Gregory in theological disputes before the Council of Constantinople and 
there had proven his intellectual abilities. Among the notables of the city, Evagrius 
was celebrated. At thirty-six he was a deacon, according to Palladius, and he was 
an expert rhetorician and dialectician. Like the Cappadocians, he was a man from 
the provinces, but he had gained a fi ne education, provided by a wealthy father. He 
was not a monk before this time, in Cappadocia; rather, he had been a talented 
student of Basil of Caesarea there, and aft er Basil’s death he joined Gregory in 
Constantinople to assist him in the controversies before, and during, the Council 
of Constantinople.19 Th e pro-Nicenes Melania and Rufi nus may even have heard 
of Evagrius before he came to Jerusalem; they certainly moved in the same 
social circles.

Guillaumont conjectured that Evagrius shone in a “high society” of Constanti-
nople “deeply excited over eloquence, dialectic, and even more, theological discus-
sion.” Perhaps because Evagrius mingled with the wealthy, Guillaumont remarks, 
he was thus “led to pursue a worldly life.” But there is no real evidence that he 
had not always lived a worldly life or that his arrival in Constantinople was not 
prompted by high ambition—an earlier version of the force driving his literary 
career once he had settled among the lavras of Kellia and the same ambition that 
probably made him an appealing assistant to Gregory of Nazianzus, with his own 
“high ambition.”20

That very retreat to the countryside has often been used as the therapeutic hinge 
upon which Evagrius’s life turns—a conversion from the habits of pride and lust to 
an ascetic combat with the same. And the propulsion for the movement, according 
to Guillaumont and other scholars, was provided by a woman from the very high 
society that had corrupted him. Evagrian scholarship has relied upon this passage 
from Palladius to get Evagrius from Constantinople to Jerusalem, where he met 
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Melania, and thence to Egypt, where she sent him to her monastic friends–friends 
who, clearly, owed her a debt and had (according to Palladius) later recognized this 
by a gift exchange.

Palladius writes that Evagrius had become involved with the wife of a praeto-
rian prefect. In the year 379/80, this official was Sophronius, a Cappadocian native 
and a Christian; Guillaumont speculates that Evagrius may have been received 
by him in the company of Gregory of Nazianzus. The affection between wife and 
deacon was mutual, according to both versions of Palladius; both either tacitly or 
explicitly deny any sexual congress.

Perhaps because scholars of Evagrius are also scholars of monasticism, they 
have customarily accepted with little question Palladius’s account. Augustine Casi-
day, for instance, describes the situation in the following way:21

Th e up-and-coming controversialist from Pontus must have cut a dashing fi gure in 
Nicene circles, with his clerical dignity, handsome appearance and elegant clothing. 
But Evagrius’ time in Constantinople was not entirely about pummeling heretics, 
and his good looks precipitated his downfall. He initiated an ill-advised, if uncon-
summated, romance with the wife of a prominent functionary, in consequence of 
which he had to leave the city very quickly. But where to go next?

Like other scholars, Casiday assumes that this suave Evagrius had already been a 
monk before serving as Gregory’s deacon. Guillaumont portrays Evagrius as a vac-
illating personality, like Gregory of Nazianzus, so that like the latter he abandoned 
his duties in the capital. Jerusalem, Guillaumont speculated, would have been 
more attractive than Cappadocia, even though organized asceticism fl ourished in 
the latter. Th us in the spring or summer of 382, when shipping had resumed on the 
Mediterranean, Evagrius would have departed for Jerusalem. His encounter with 
Melania allows Palladius to both praise Melania as a discerning healer and to cast 
Evagrius in the role of repentant sinner healed by her.

Palladius’s biographies of monks would continue, in the monastic realm, the 
tradition of collected biographies found in Philostratus or Suetonius, and the Lau-
siac History as a whole is meant both to teach its readers about the proper witness 
of an ascetic and gnostic life and to amuse them with a fantastic travelogue of the 
Egyptian monasteries, which few could see for themselves. More proximately, it 
was meant for the edification of Lausus, the praepositus sacri cubiculi, and as justi-
fication for the good work of the monastic philosophers of the late fourth century 
in Egypt, Jerusalem, and elsewhere. Its reportage on those monks finds an echo in 
the church historians’ treatments, where Sozomen and Socrates speak positively of 
Evagrius and his group; and it repeats the information that Rufinus planted in his 
Historia Monachorum in Aegypto. These witnesses were confident in the triumph of 
their approach and function within Christianity, and they considered themselves 
part of a well-established tradition effective against both heresy and stupidity. 
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Their cohort could be said to include Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa, 
as well as Athanasius and Anthony; their more ancient sources included Philo, 
Clement, and Origen—but not just Christian teachers; they knew the resources of 
the ancient learned tradition generally and used it without embarrassment.

Palladius, Sozomen, and Socrates are the main written sources for the work of 
these scholarly ascetics, and Palladius had been one of those ascetics in the late 
fourth century before Theophilus’s destruction of Kellia scattered its inhabitants.22 
Palladius also provides the only source for the biography of Melania the Elder, 
whose amazing wealth provided for the study center and ascetic establishments 
on the Mount of Olives in Jerusalem, and whose intelligence and learning gain 
her a flattering portrait by Palladius—one that promotes the idea of Melania as a 
monastic leader and example. Many if not most scholars have repeated Palladius’s 
accounts as if they were entirely trustworthy.

But Palladius repeats certain tropes of earlier stories of monks, emphasizing 
for his reader Lausus the uncanny powers and superlative virtue of his heroes and 
heroines. In at least one case—his brief biography of Ephrem the Syrian—he has 
concocted or repeated an account differing greatly from the actual life of Ephrem 
known from that author’s own works.23 Likewise, scholars have begun to notice 
that certain elements of Evagrius’s biography do not square with repeated teach-
ings in the genuine works of Evagrius. Ascetic torments characterize his career 
as a monk, according to Palladius; but these are nowhere mentioned in his own 
elaborate and lengthy discourses on the moral and mental training of the monk. 
Palladius, then, appears to have conformed his biographies to the expectations 
of the 420s and the imperial court, trying perhaps to meld the monastic tales of 
Athanasius and Jerome with a history and a defense of his former associates in 
Egypt of the 380s and 390s.24

It is for this reason that any consideration of Melania as teacher within the cir-
cle of the Mount of Olives benefits from documents dating from closer to her own 
time, ones that do not conform her biography to the norms of ascetic holiness as 
envisioned twenty years after the fact. For whereas Paulinus will portray Melania 
as a prophet, Palladius will imply that Melania was an angel, an ascetic herself 
and a patron of monks, defying even imperial officials to protect them. Palladius 
also described her significance for Evagrius—she was a discerning physician and 
a quasi-angelic presence who could both protect and command him. (See below.) 
But Palladius is writing to defend Melania against attacks like Jerome’s25—and after 
Theophilus’s destruction of Kellia. The settlements there were long gone, and like-
wise their cooperation with the ascetic compound on the Mount of Olives. Mela-
nia had from the late 370s to 400 cultivated friends among the monks, and these 
friends had been scattered; Evagrius had died.

Unlike Evagrius’s modern biographers, Palladius, if no doubt leaving out perti-
nent details, emphasizes, far more than Evagrius’s love affair, the element of fear in 
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accounting for Evagrius’s involvement and sudden departure from Constantinople. 
The deacon, Palladius wrote, was “highly honored in the entire city,” but “was caught 
in the trap of a mental image of desire for a woman, as he himself explained to us, 
after he was freed from the thought.” He was rescued by an “angelic vision” appearing

in the form of the soldiers of the praetorian prefect [hyparch], and he seized him and 
led as if into the courtroom and threw him into the so-called custodia, and bound 
him with iron collars, put chains on his neck, and tied his hands. Th ey did not tell 
him the cause. But he was aware in his conscience that it was thanks to what he had 
done, and he surmised that her husband had brought it about. Now he was exceed-
ingly anxious, because there was another trial occurring, where others were being 
subjected to torture in order to extract a confession, for some complaint. But the 
angel who brought the vision changed its form into the presence of a genuine friend, 
and spoke to him as he was bound together with forty criminals, saying, “Why is my 
lord the deacon detained here?” He said to him: “In truth, I do not know, but I have 
a suspicion that a certain one from the hyparchs is struck by an unreasonable jeal-
ousy against me. And I am afraid that the archon himself will be bribed with money, 
and subject me to vengeance.”

Palladius continues the story of Evagrius’s conversion by relating that the angelic 
vision revealed itself as a friend who advised flight. Though Palladius does not explain 
why Evagrius left for Jerusalem as soon as possible, he does record that Evagrius met 
Melania but continued in his old behavior until he became ill. Melania, however, 
became Evagrius’s rescuer, as the next section of his biography relates:26

When the doctors were helpless and could not fi nd a therapeia for him, the blessed 
Melania said to him: “Son, I am not pleased with your long illness. Tell me what is in 
your mind [dianoia], for your sickness is not without the aid of God [i.e., is caused 
by God].” Th en he confessed to her the entire matter. She said to him: “Give me a 
promise in the presence of the Lord that you have the single life as your goal, and 
even though I may be a sinner, I will pray that there be given to you the preservation 
of life.” He agreed. He arose and was well in a few days. He arose, received a change 
of clothing from her hands, and went abroad to the mountain of Nitria.

This account, which Palladius claims to have heard from Evagrius himself, may 
already have been reinterpreted before that time. Evagrius places his attraction 
in the context of his own later teaching about logismoi, or tempting thoughts; 
he also highlights the importance of angelic and demonic intervention. It is 
notable that Palladius portrays Evagrius’s preoccupation in his last days in 
Constantinople—namely that he would be interrogated and tortured despite his 
high rank—acknowledged by the angel who salutes him as “my lord the deacon.”

In this difficulty, Evagrius needed a patron if he were not to suffer judicial tor-
ture. The angel who came to him in prison (cf. Acts 12:5–17, 16:16–40, for the escapes 
of Peter and Paul, respectively) was a heavenly patron; in Palladius’s account, he 
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was anticipating the patronage of Melania connecting Evagrius with two biblical 
precedents—and apostles, no less; but once Evagrius reached Jerusalem, it appears 
that Melania, not an angel, was to act as his patron and protector.

It is odd that no scholar, so far as I know, has questioned whether Evagrius 
escaping from Constantinople would really be safe from the imperial police 
force—usually the army—when he arrived in another city where there was also an 
imperial police force and good means of communication among imperial officials. 
Yet Melania had already acted as a patron—not only in the case of her son but in 
the case also of the Egyptian ascetics banished by the Arian praetorian prefect 
there, whom she had protected in 375. Perhaps Evagrius had already heard of her 
haughty response to the imperial governor of Palestine on that occasion:27

And having arrested her, he threw her into prison, ignorant that she was a lady. But 
she told him: “For my part, I am So-and-So’s daughter and So-and-So’s wife, but I am 
Christ’s slave. And do not despise the cheapness of my clothing. For I am able to exalt 
myself if I like, and you cannot terrify me in this way or take any of my goods. So 
then I have told you this, lest through ignorance you should incur judicial accusa-
tions. For one must in dealing with insensate folk be as audacious as a hawk.” Th en 
the judge, recognizing the situation, both made an apology and honored her, and 
gave orders that she should succor the saints without hindrance.

But there is another possibility, previously overlooked: that Evagrius knew that 
Melania was in Jerusalem and went there to seek her help. Guillaumont himself has 
pointed to this possibility without making the connection: Rufinus and Melania 
were “gens de grande culture, lecteurs, en particulier, des livres d’Origène et de 
ses successeurs alexandrins,” and like the Cappadocians were opponents of Arian 
doctrines. It is possible that these allies knew each other, or knew of each other, and 
that one set—perhaps Gregory of Nyssa, still present in Constantinople—guided 
the endangered deacon to another set, where he could be offered protection. 
Indeed, Gregory may have known of Melania’s presence in Jerusalem and relayed 
the information to Evagrius with a recommendation; not only did Gregory share 
Evagrius’s teachings,28 but he had traveled to Jerusalem and “Arabia” after the coun-
cil and could hardly have failed to know of Melania and Rufinus’s presence there.29

It is also unclear where Evagrius stayed while in Melania’s vicinity in Jerusalem. 
Although Rufinus and Melania are often described as running a double monastery 
on the Mount of Olives, exactly how their community worked is not known—nor 
either is it known whether their pursuit of the monastic life was in any way monas-
tic in the sense that it was organized with a community as well as rules. Certainly 
Melania was a respected celibate, as was Rufinus; but it is uncertain whether she 
required Evagrius to undertake the single life. She also gave him a change of cloth-
ing; this is usually interpreted to mean the monastic life, but it may well mean that 
she gave him a distinctive garb not associated with organized monasticism, much 
as philosophers would wear the cloak as a sign of their profession.
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Throughout Palladius’s account, the source is stated to be Evagrius himself. But 
the episode does not appear in any of Evagrius’s works; nor does it appear in the 
letters that he sent to Melania; perhaps his silence derives from his customary 
reluctance to speak biographically. Nonetheless, these writings to her, preserved 
only in their Syriac version, indicate both respect for her as a teacher and an 
acknowledgment that she was a friend of God—in other words, that according to 
Evagrius she held the highest possible status among Christian teachers.

THE OR ACUL AR MEL ANIA

Th e second section on Melania in the Lausiac History is a much more public epi-
sode. In chapter 54, Palladius continues Melania’s story, taking it up aft er her 
departure from Jerusalem. According to Palladius, Melania left  Jerusalem for 
Rome in order to make certain that her granddaughter would not stray into heresy 
or bad living. But a particularly dramatic episode took place when Melania helped 
Melania the Younger and her husband, Pinianus, to abandon the use of their mar-
riage for the ascetic life. As she had for Evagrius, Melania “led them away from 
Rome and brought them to the haven of a holy and calm life.”

Palladius writes of her: “When she did this, she was actually fighting beasts 
[thēriomachein]—I mean the members of the Senate and their wives, who would 
have stood in the way of their renunciation. But she said, “Little children, it was 
written over four hundred years ago, ‘It is the last hour [1 John 2:18].’ Why are you 
fond of the vain things of life? Beware lest the days of the Antichrist overtake you, 
and you not enjoy your wealth and your ancestral property.” Later Palladius wrote 
that her prophecy had been fulfilled—“When they had all left Rome, a barbar-
ian deluge, mentioned long before in prophecy, fell upon Rome” (Or. Sibyl. 4.65). 
In warning the senatorial aristocracy of Rome, Melania in Palladius’s portrayal is 
doubly oracular as both prophet and Sibyl, since she is made to quote the Oracle—
but she also assumes the role of Christ, warning her children about the Antichrist, 
the agent of the earth’s destruction (e.g., Matthew 24–25).

In addition to arranging a work that defends the now-dispersed scholarly 
monks of Kellia, Palladius has also deployed his portrait of Melania the monas-
tic aristocrat to make those same monks her clients, appealing to his audience of 
imperial courtiers in Constantinople. Diminished by her near-supernatural pow-
ers, though, is Melania’s acumen as a scholar and gnōstikos. Only Evagrius’s letters 
testify to her efforts in that ascetic labor.

MEL ANIA IN EVAGRIUS’S  LET TERS

Between his arrival in Egypt in 383 and his death in 399, Evagrius had contact with 
Melania both directly and indirectly. He returned to Jerusalem once from Kellia, 
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and he both wrote to and received letters from Melania and others in the Mount of 
Olives community during the sixteen years of his life in Egypt. Sometimes these 
letters accompanied a treatise—as in the case of the Gnostic Trilogy, sent to Anato-
lius in Jerusalem, or the Antirrhetikos, sent to Abba Loukios in Egypt. More oft en, 
though, he probably sent single letters, delivered by a trusted courier. Most of the 
letters passed between Evagrius and other ascetics and therefore could be expected 
to discuss monastic thought and practice.

Beyond the ordinary reason for writing letters, Evagrius may also have had his 
own reasons for producing them. If Evagrius knew the letters of Antony or Pacho-
mius, he may also have wanted to modify or surpass those letters as instructions in 
ascetic practice. Furthermore, he may have wanted his letters to provide examples 
of eloquence, of philosophizing, and a record of his own circumstances of teach-
ing. Since it has been suggested that Evagrius collected the letters before the end 
of his life, he may have thought of the collection as an important supplement to 
his other works.

If the letters are meant to complete or add to his other writings, then their main 
distinguishing mark may be their description of Evagrius’s and his correspondents’ 
practice of the ascetic life. Most of Evagrius’s other works were either collections of 
kephalaia for diagnosis and cure of obstacles to ascetic practice and the gnōsis to 
which it was designed to lead, but the Letters adopt a far more personal tone—in 
part because they are responses to particular friends or petitioners of Evagrius, 
and in part because Evagrius really felt what he described. Letter 12, possibly a 
response to a letter from Gregory of Nazianzus, gives one example of his tone:30

No letter did you send us, o man of wonder, but a sweet food that drips down honey 
in drops, and sweetens our soul [Prov. 16:24]. Just at the moment when you were 
thinking about us, immediately you wrote, and as if in a mirror you fashioned with a 
word the love you have for us [Wis. 7:26].

In other letters, Evagrius regrets his lack of progress, corrects his correspondents, 
or shows his aff ection; in one letter to an unknown friend, he writes of himself as 
“your Evagrius.”31

Thanks to the later condemnations following the Council of Constantinople 
II of 553, much of Evagrius’s work has not survived in Greek, and only fragments 
of the letters remain in their original language. In the fifth century, perhaps in 
Jerusalem, Syrians—probably monastics—translated them into Syriac, and pos-
sibly in that same century they were translated into Armenian, where a smaller 
and modified collection survives. In all but two of the Syriac manuscripts preserv-
ing the letters, the entire collection has been identified with Melania, and one of 
them mentions her by name in the superscription: “Letters that were sent by the 
blessed Mar Evagrius to various people, the first to the servant of Christ Melania.” 
Guillaumont affirms that the first letter was probably written to Melania, and the 
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German translator of the letters, Gabriel Bunge, has identified from internal evi-
dence six letters to Melania in the Syriac version of Evagrius’s surviving letters: 1, 
8, 31, 32, 35, and 37.

More controversial is the letter usually called Ad Melaniam.32 Gabriel Bunge, 
followed by Augustine Casiday, has reassigned the recipient of the letter as Rufi-
nus, since the Syriac translator refers to the recipient as “sir,” and there other ref-
erences to a masculine recipient.33 But Guillaumont holds out the possibility that 
the difficulty of continuing to assign the letter to her “is lifted a bit if one sup-
poses a mistake of the [Syriac] translator reading the title Melanion and the name 
being taken [by the translator], by means of its form, for the name of a man.”34 
The letters’ repeated references to secrecy and esoteric knowledge Guillaumont 
compares with the secrecy of Plato’s Letters 2 and 7, and elsewhere he understands 
Evagrius’s esotericism as similar to Clement’s, from whom Evagrius borrowed the 
term gnōstikos. Furthermore, Guillaumont’s female recipient “is someone, as was 
Melania, with whom Evagrius had a great intellectual intimacy and to whom he 
was able to confide his more profound ideas.”

Guillaumont’s argument does not strain credulity, comparable as it is with 
the presentation of the contemporary Macrina as a woman who could share the 
ideas of her brother, or for that matter Hypatia, who was the teacher of Synesius of 
Cyrene. In the late fourth century, it remained possible for women and men to be 
part of the same philosophical circle.

A further letter, apparently addressed to both Rufinus and Melania, brings the 
total of their letters to seven. Most prominent is consistency to the point of rep-
etitiousness. The same ideas that inform his central trilogy—the Praktikos, the 
Gnostikos, and the Kephalaia Gnostika35—can also be found in his biblical scholia 
and in other works. Evagrius also sorts his works pedagogically into those for soli-
taries advanced in knowledge and contemplation, those for teachers, and those for 
beginning solitaries or male and female monks living in community.36

Casiday downplays the letters’ significance when he writes that “the letters 
are on the whole occasional pieces that are interesting chiefly for the light that 
they shed on Evagrius’ daily life, his relations with his contemporaries, his use of 
scripture, his role as a spiritual guide, and so forth.”37 In actuality, however, many 
of the letters contain coded but distinct references to esoteric teaching, and the 
ones to Melania are no exception. Evagrius regarded Melania as a teacher and as 
a friend—and by implication as a gnōstikos like himself. But it is clear from the 
letters apparently directed to her not only that is she one who comforts him in 
affliction, and a teacher to the male and female members of her community, but 
also that she is party to the knowledge gained through ascetic training.

The first letter addressed to her, for instance, appears on the surface to be merely 
an exhortation to patience in temptation, with a closing passage praising Melania’s 
role as an example for men and women alike. Yet the letter also contains phrases 
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that, when compared with other works of Evagrius, indicate a hidden teaching that 
the two of them shared. For instance, in Letter 1.2, Evagrius writes that “if alone in 
these pains [of temptations] we will reflect, and bless the Lord, and listen patiently 
to those who are serving us, we will hear words helpful for contemplations.” Here 
he refers, however, to the “logoi of providence and judgment,” contained in a mind 
imbued with gnōsis of the origin and completion of the world and the rational 
beings within it.

Another letter apparently written to Melania refers to her possession of gnōsis 
and impassibility  (apatheia):38

I have delighted greatly in your love; your love of hospitality is perfected for me. And 
what should I bestow upon you for the rest that I have found in your presence? For the 
Lord will be in your heart “a great high priest, he who passed through the heavens” 
[Heb. 4:14] and “fi lls the universe” [Eph. 1:23]. He will “raise your head above your 
enemies” [Ps. 26:6]; he will teach you the knowledge of righteousness and reveal to 
you the wisdom of his mysteries. Your fruit will be abundant, and your root will fl our-
ish beside the waters [Ps. 1:3]. Your mind will not dry your ears [of corn], and the dew 
of heaven will come upon your harvest; your vine will spring up, and your race will be 
glorious. Th e Lord will eat from it, and he will reside in your Paradise. For you have 
done well for us, humble and sinners, as we possess nothing worthy of your love.

In this letter Melania read that she will be taught by Christ himself—a possible 
recollection of Origen’s belief that the most spiritually advanced were taught by the 
Logos39. Elsewhere in Evagrius’s writings, waters symbolize gnōsis, or the Henad 
(Trinity); in another letter, ears of corn (Gen. 41:6) are gnōsis; the “dew of heaven,” 
Isaac’s blessing (Gen. 27:28) is the kingdom of heaven, and the latter is “impassibil-
ity of the soul accompanied by true knowledge of beings” and is in yet another 
letter dispensed by the true gnostic to the “needy”—those still struggling in the life 
of the praktikē. Further, the vine symbolizes the nous, in which (Evagrius predicts) 
Christ will come to dwell.40

Throughout his encoded letters to Melania, Evagrius expresses the existence 
of their friendship, a term and a practice already well articulated in late fourth-
century discourse in its social sense as philia. But Evagrius viewed friendship not 
only as a relationship between equals but as a special bond among gnōstikoi, and 
he laid out a series of kephalaia on the subject in his Scholia on Proverbs, a book 
that contains a number of references to a friend. In one of those scholia he writes: 
“Spiritual friendship is virtue and knowledge of God, through which we join 
ourselves to friendship with the holy powers, if it is true that human beings who 
repent [metanoountes] become causes of joy for the angels. Thus the Savior calls 
servants friends when he has judged them worthy to receive a better contempla-
tion [theōria].41

Thus friendship, for Evagrius, was a highly specialized term, representing a dis-
tinct accomplishment in the ascetic life. His views on friendship are best articulated 
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in those same Scholia on Proverbs, whose author, Solomon, “often recalls the friend 
and friendship.” Building a syllogism with scriptural quotations, Evagrius writes:42

“Truth” and “friendship” are Christ. Th erefore all those having the knowledge of 
Christ are friends of each other. It is thus that the savior has called his disciples 
friends, and John was a friend of the bridegroom, Moses also and all the saints. And 
it is only in this kind of friendship that the friends of the same person are also friends 
of each other.

For Evagrius, the preeminent examples of friendship in scripture are Moses and 
Job; thus his reference to Job in his fi rst letter to Melania alludes to their friendship 
through a reference to the meaning of Job as God’s friend, because he “saw God 
and learned from him what was the cause of these temptations he endured.”43

At the end of the first letter, Evagrius anticipates Palladius’s description of her 
as “that [female] man of God”:44

You also, temperate woman, be zealous to become a beautiful image, not to women 
only, but also to men—to become to everyone like an archetype, a form of patience, 
for it is suitable for a disciple of Christ to struggle unto blood, and to show to every-
one that Our Lord arms women with manliness against demons, and strengthens 
weakened souls with the gift s of the commandments and of faith.

Letter 8 concerns the proposed travel of another ascetic, the deacon Severa, to visit 
Evagrius—a visit to which he objected: “Teach your sisters and your children not 
to undertake a lengthy journey and not to go into deserted places without testing, 
for this is foreign to every soul that has withdrawn far from the world.”45 Since 
Evagrius must have known that Melania and other women had earlier traveled to 
visit Egyptian ascetics, his caution might refl ect not only his reluctance to see 
women but a reasonably cautious desire not to call attention to himself—especially 
in view of Th eophilus of Alexandria’s wish to ordain him.46

The final three letters of the collection signal—as does the Ad Melaniam—con-
tinuous correspondence between the two friends. In Letter 31, Evagrius praises 
Melania as a gnōstikos, as he also does in Letter 37; in the brief Letter 35 he refers to 
her solicitousness, apparently for his health.

In the last two letters to Melania, Evagrius continues undiminished the con-
versation with his fellow gnōstikos. Letter 35 indicates that Melania wrote to ask 
about his well-being: “For you were solicitous on my behalf,” he wrote; “of this 
I am persuaded, through the love with which you loved me.” Evagrius then pre-
dicted that she would “ ‘see the good things of Jerusalem all the days of your life 
[Ps. 127(128):5],’ and this is a gift to you—that you will see ‘the sons of your sons 
[Ps. 127(128):6].’ And sons like these one will receive when he prays very greatly.” 
Again, Evagrius speaks in code to a knowledgeable friend; the “contemplation of 
Jerusalem” is not the result of a pilgrimage to the Holy City; rather, it refers (in 
Kephalaia Gnostika 5.6 and 5.21) to the “contemplation of angels,” the equivalent 
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of the contemplation of nature, whereby the logoi, or structuring words, of created 
beings reveal themselves to angels and the virtuous.47 The height of contemplation 
is the theōria of the Trinity, which Evagrius designates Mount Zion. In neither case 
does he connect gnōsis and contemplation to physical objects.

The final letter to Melania is similarly encoded. Letter 37 refers to Melania’s let-
ters to him as “cool waters to a thirsty soul” (Prov. 25:25):

Th e letters of your mind beautifully quench the fi re that comes about for us from the 
world, just like those which your Excellency wrote and sent to us previously. For 
everything which is useful to our honor and our comfort you have provided from 
your whole soul.

In return, Evagrius promises to ask the Lord to give Melania the “crown of right-
eousness” (2 Tim. 4:8) and to make her “fellow heir of the holy ones [Rom. 8:17; 
Eph. 1:19, 3:6], inasmuch as you accomplished love for them, and showed unto us 
the tenderness of love.” Again, gnōsis is meant; thus Kephalaia Gnostika 1.75 reads: 
“If the ‘crown of righteousness’ is holy knowledge, and if, furthermore, the gold 
containing the gems indicates worlds that have been or that will be, then the crown 
placed on the head of contestants by the righteous judge is the contemplation of 
the corporeal nature and the incorporeal”—that is, of God and creation, visible 
and invisible. “Th e Lord,” Evagrius concludes, “will requite you, and will reveal to 
you the mysteries of his wisdom [Rom. 11:25] and establish you over the ‘ten cities’ 
[Luke 19:17] that you will lead the rational souls from evil to virtue, and from igno-
rance to knowledge of Christ.”48

Evagrius’s shorter letters to Melania show that he corresponds with her as one 
gnostic teacher to another. His longer letter to her, the Ad Melaniam, cannot be 
discussed in this chapter—but it is consistent with the evidence of the rest of their 
correspondence in presenting her as one who shared his understanding of the 
esoteric dimension of the ascetic life49. From these letters, in addition to the Ad 
Melaniam, it is clear that Evagrius regarded Melania as a gnōstikos and a teacher 
who knew the skills of instructing those who were beginning a life of contempla-
tion, as well as the habit of contemplation herself.

And here the two portraits of Melania converge. Palladius knew Melania as a 
learned “man of God,” as a coworker with Rufinus, and as a patron of monastics 
and of her own granddaughter. We think of Rufinus, Melania, and their friends 
as the second or third generation of monastics, and of Evagrius as the founder (at 
least in retrospect) of monastic contemplation. But I argue that such a perspective 
is distorting. The Jerusalem and Kellian circles of Melania, Evagrius, Rufinus, and 
their friends, were rather the end of something—the end of esoteric instruction, of 
the tradition of the Christian gnōstikos, the end of a form of life among early Chris-
tian groups that had begun in the second century. This life had more in common 
structurally, and philosophically, with philosophical circles like Plotinus’s group 
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in Rome, or perhaps Valentinus’s, though its form of training, its texts, and its 
exegesis were of course different.50 An association that had begun in the wake of an 
imperially sponsored council came to resemble an association much older, even if 
it flourished in a quasi-monastic settlement. With Evagrius’s death and Melania’s 
departure for Rome, this fourth-century gnostic chapter came to a close.
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Melania the Younger, her husband, Pinianus, and her mother, Albina, arrived in 
North Africa in the autumn of 410. Aft er spending some time in Th agaste, the 
aristocratic entourage traveled to Hippo, where they received a strange welcome 
from the members of Augustine’s church. Upon hearing about the money and land 
that Melania’s family had given to the church in Th agaste, Augustine’s congregants 
crowded the church in Hippo and tried to force Pinianus into accepting a position 
as priest among them, thus ensuring that Pinianus and Melania’s wealth would 
benefi t the church in Hippo. According to Augustine, Pinianus so wanted to avoid 
becoming their priest that he was willing to sign an oath pledging that he would 
remain in North Africa if the crowds would cease clamoring for his ordination. In 
a letter to Albina, Augustine relates what happened as he began to cosign this 
oath.1 Augustine writes: “When I began to [sign my name], the pious Melania 
spoke against it. I wondered why she did this so late, as if we could make [Pini-
anus’s] promise and oath void by not signing it; but nevertheless I obeyed, and so 
my signature remained incomplete.”2

Melania stops Augustine midscript. In Augustine’s narration of this curious case 
of scriptus interruptus, Melania appears on the scene of rowdy congregants right in 
time to stop his authorization of the oath, thereby safeguarding her family’s free-
dom to leave North Africa. In Augustine’s recounting, Melania’s protest—her “no”—
commands the immediate obedience of the great bishop, so much so that he leaves 
off signing his full name.3 What to make of this empty space after Augustine’s half 
signature? This break in the script—this gap—represents one of those marginal 
moments of a text in which we can explore “its ethical and political agendas.”4 
As Elizabeth Clark, building on the work of Gayatri Spivak, has so helpfully taught 
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historians of early Christianity, the “gaps and absences in a text” often expose 
“another logic haunting its surface.” What is absent or “unnatural relates to the social 
order of power in which the text participates.”5

The gap in this particular text—the half-signed oath—gestures to a theological 
rift that developed between Augustine and Melania. Just as Augustine was unable 
to lure Melania and her family to stay in his North African enclave, he was unable 
to trust them to be steady purveyors of his truth. We know from Augustine’s trea-
tise De Gratia Christi (written after the family left North Africa) that Melania and 
her family remained, in his estimation, insufficiently orthodox.6 Melania and Pini-
anus’s orthodoxy was also compromised by their family and friends. They were 
caught in the middle of the theological debates of the day, including the Origenist 
and Pelagian controversies. In Rome, they ran in circles that included Melania the 
Elder, her friend Rufinus (both Origenists), and (everybody’s friend) Paulinus of 
Nola, who notoriously played for both teams in the Origenist and Pelagian contro-
versies.7 It was in these very circles of aristocratic men and women that Pelagius 
began to develop his ideas.8 This chapter explores how Gerontius’s Vita Melaniae 
Iunioris broaches some of the central theological topics that occupied Augustine 
in his debates with Pelagius and with Pelagius’s later defender, Julian of Eclanum.

In his Vita, Gerontius depicts Melania’s passion for orthodoxy as “hotter than 
fi re.”9 He reports that she tried to persuade each heretic whom she encountered to 
the orthodox faith, and if her eff orts were unsuccessful, she would refuse to accept 
gift s from him. Th e conspicuous silences of the vita also attest to Gerontius’s eff orts 
to avoid compromising Melania’s orthodoxy. As he avoids any mention of Mela-
nia’s grandmother, Melania the Elder, presumably because of her Origenist lean-
ings, so, too, he steers clear of pitting Melania against the great bishop of Hippo.10 
Gerontius makes no mention of the scene Augustine describes in his letters to 
Albina and Alypius.11 Instead, he portrays Melania and Pinianus as eager to accept 
the excellent counsel of Augustine and his fellow bishops. Melania and Pinianus, 
he reports, “did just as they had been advised” by the “most saintly and important 
bishops of Africa.”12 According to Gerontius, it was Augustine who commanded 
the obedience of Melania, not the other way around.

Despite his insistence on Melania’s orthodoxy and her proper submission to 
Augustine’s authority, Gerontius’s vita contains vestiges of the Pelagian contro-
versy. The link between Melania and her family, on the one hand, and Pelagius and 
his views, on the other, haunts the surface of Melania’s vita. I am less interested in 
portraying Gerontius as a partisan in the Pelagian controversy and more interested 
in exploring how the questions raised in the course of the debates between Augus-
tine, Pelagius, and Pelagius’s followers, which occurred in the second and third 
decades of the fifth century, persisted into the middle part of that century, when 
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Gerontius wrote the vita, and remained, at least in some corners, unresolved.13 
Gerontius’s Vita Melaniae Iunioris is a text in which we can trace the continuing 
attraction of some Pelagian ideas about Christian elitism, the transfer of nobility, 
human capacities for sinlessness, and the innocence of babies.

Like Gerontius’s vita, Pelagius’s Letter to Demetrias, written in 413, also ideal-
izes the life of an aristocratic virgin and weaves together the threads of asceti-
cism, nobility, humility, and perfection. Demetrias was a member of the “greatest 
Christian family of all”—the daughter of Olybrius and Anicia Juliana, the grand-
daughter of Petronius Probus and Anicia Faltonia Proba.14 Like Melania and her 
family, the gens Anicia fled Rome for Africa in 410. They settled in Carthage, where 
Demetrias was publicly veiled as a virgin by Aurelius, bishop of Carthage. Deme-
trias’s velatio was, as Peter Brown has remarked, “the spiritual marriage of a top 
aristocrat to Christ.”15 Unlike Melania and Pinianus, however, Demetrias and her 
family returned to Rome (and their wealth) when peace was restored, and she 
lived out her days as the Amnia Virgo in her villa on the Via Latina.16

Much of what follows is informed by a reading of Gerontius’s vita alongside 
Pelagius’s Letter to Demetrias, which was commissioned by the Anician women 
on the occasion of Demetrias’s velatio. Pelagius’s epistolary presentation of the 
elite virgin shares some of the same concerns with the aristocratic hagiography of 
Gerontius. Both authors describe (and align) their female subjects’ spiritual and 
worldly riches. And both shed light on the burgeoning ideology of nobility among 
aristocratic Christians and their spiritual guides and protégés in the early fifth cen-
tury. It was this ideology of nobility, in particular, that fueled the flames of the 
Pelagian controversy.

NOBILIT Y AND HUMILIT Y

Peter Brown has argued that one of the characteristics of Pelagian theology was a 
concern for nobility and distinction. Pelagius’s writings, Brown observes, refl ect a 
“widespread striving to create an aristocratic élite. . . . Th e ideal Christian of Pela-
gian literature was a prudens, carefully reared in conformity to the divine law, to be 
diff erent from the ignorant crowd.”17 For example, Pelagius describes the newly 
veiled virgin Demetrias in this way: “She remembers—as well she should—the 
worldly wealth and reputation she left  behind, the pleasures she gave up, the attrac-
tions of this life she rejected. Consequently, she is not satisfi ed with the ordinary 
way. . . . She demands something singular and outstanding.”18 Gerontius similarly 
fashions Melania, her renunciation, and her saintly way of life as singular and out-
standing. Gerontius’s Melania is distinctly elite—a “highborn and magnanimous 
servant of Christ.”19 Melania is distinguished in the beginning of the vita by her 
worldly nobility and wealth, and her worldly distinction is transferable to the spir-
itual realm: like Demetrias, Melania is all the more wealthy for her extravagant 
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renunciation of wealth; she is all the more noble for her humble performances of 
deference.20

In narrative vignettes, Gerontius portrays his heroine as simultaneously 
wealthy and poor, magnanimous and beggarly. He reports that after their seven-
year sojourn in North Africa, Melania and her family traveled to Jerusalem, where 
they distributed yet more gold to the poor. (This was, of course, years after their 
famous divestment in Rome.) Gerontius writes:21

Since they themselves did not want to distribute with their own hands the gold left  to 
them, they gave it to those who were entrusted with administering charity for the 
poor. Th ey did not wish for people to see them doing good deeds. Th ey were in such a 
state of poverty that the holy woman Melania assured us of this: “When we fi rst arrived 
here we thought of inscribing ourselves on the church’s register and of being fed with 
the poor from alms.” Th us they became extremely poor for the sake of the Lord.

In the same breath, Gerontius describes Melania as a noblewoman with gold to 
spare and as an extremely poor Christian renunciant, begging at the church door. 
Gerontius’s ever-present reminder of Melania’s wealth and nobility activates the 
Pelagian idea that spiritual excellence could derive from earthly nobility.22

In another story, Gerontius describes Melania’s entrance into Constantinople, 
where she was fittingly received by the praepositus Lausus and ensconced in his 
palace. In Constantinople, Melania also encounters her uncle, who tearfully recalls 
“how delicately [Melania] was brought up, more so than the rest of her family.”23 
These contextual details of Melania’s high status and delicate upbringing provide the 
occasion for another demonstration of her humility. In a speech aimed at encour-
aging her uncle to be baptized, Melania describes her own renunciations. She says: 
“I have despised glory, possessions, and every pleasure of this present life.”24

The juxtaposition of worldly and spiritual nobility—of great wealth and great 
repudiation of wealth—recalls Pelagius’s counsel to Demetrias. Pelagius celebrates 
Demetrias’s transfer of nobility from the worldly to the otherworldly register when 
he writes of her: “Already noble in this world, she desires to be even nobler before 
God and seeks in her moral conduct values as precious as the objects which she 
spurned in this world.”25 Brown has noted that with these words, Pelagius “had 
implicitly validated the nobility of her family. He derived the prospective sanctity 
of Demetrias directly from her Anician descent: the one led to the other.”26 For 
Pelagius, earthly nobility was a field well suited to cultivate Christian nobility. For 
Augustine, however, the two registers of nobility could not be farther apart.

In his letter to Demetrias’s mother, fired off as a hasty retort to Pelagius’s letter, 
Augustine makes no mention of Demetrias’s worldly, highborn status but reminds 
her instead of the “innate poverty” of her “human heart” and her perilous prox-
imity to “that mass of death and perdition derived from Adam.”27 Remarking on 
these theologians’ interest in writing to Demetrias and her family, Andrew Jacobs 
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notes, “Demetrias’s nobilitas and her ascetic vocation are reshaped and reconfigured 
by Pelagius . . . and Augustine to fit their own visions of Christian subjectivity and 
salvation.”28 In regard to Pelagius’s letter, “the idiom of worldly status . . . is entirely 
appropriated, translated into a new ‘social logic’ in which ‘rank and honor’ are for-
ever transformed into a vision of Christian elitism.”29 For Augustine, by contrast, 
the notion that spiritual riches could be rooted in (and explained by) worldly sta-
tus became increasingly abhorrent (and heretical) during the course of the Pelagian 
controversy. The tension between nobility and humility—in the worldly as well as 
the spiritual register—haunts not only the famous theologians’ correspondence with 
Demetrias in 413–17 but also Gerontius’s vita, composed more than thirty years later.

Like Pelagius before Demetrias, Melania’s hagiographer was dazzled by the 
wealth and worldly dignity of his subject and did not want to erase it entirely from 
view. And as with Pelagius’s descriptions of Demetrias, Gerontius constructed 
Melania as an exemplar of Christian elitism, distinguished and extraordinary in 
her embrace of the holy life. Despite Gerontius’s insistence on Melania’s “excess 
of humility,”30 he never fully renounced her excess of wealth and human glory.31 
Gerontius’s vita participated in a celebration of nobility and earthly status that 
was similar to—if not identical with—the “widespread striving to create an aris-
tocratic élite”32 that lay at the heart of Pelagianism. The second decade of the fifth 
century was marked, in part, by a momentum that sought to capture the ideology 
of an aristocratic elitism—which spilled over from a pre-Christian Roman past—
and to sweep it into the Christian era. It was the same momentum that inspired 
male hagiographers to linger on the worldly wealth and high status of their female 
subjects, and it was the same momentum that began to trouble Augustine around 
414 and eventually to repulse him.

PERFECTION AND SIN

Closely linked to Gerontius’s discussions of Melania’s elite status and humility are 
his descriptions of Melania’s spiritual perfection. Here we can trace the vestiges of 
Pelagius’s challenge to Augustine regarding the human capacity for sinlessness. 
Gerontius’s vita refl ects a tension between Melania’s great spiritual power and her 
sinfulness. In some passages, Gerontius praises Melania’s near–spiritual perfection 
and, in others, he depicts Melania as quick to acknowledge herself as an impover-
ished, despicable sinner. Melania, he notes, is “advancing toward perfection,”33 and 
she counsels her followers to imitate a statue by nobly submitting “to everything—
to insult, reproach, contempt—in order that [they] may inherit the kingdom of 
Heaven.”34 In her advice to her followers, Melania encourages apatheia—a level of 
self-control and composure that remains “undisturbed by the passions”35—a con-
cept that Jerome deemed heretical in the Origenist controversy and that surfaced 
a few years later in a diff erent guise, namely Pelagian perfectionism.36
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Pelagius’s letter to Demetrias again provides a good comparison insofar as it 
gives us insight into Pelagius’s thoughts on sinlessness and perfection. For Pelag-
ius, humans are condemned not by an innate sinfulness but by an indulgence of 
bad habits that begin in early childhood.37 Habit, for Pelagius, was like rust; it was 
external to the will and thus could be undone. One could scrape off the rust and be 
restored to an original luster by living a life of virtue and sinlessness.38 According 
to Pelagius, Demetrias’s youth provided her a greater flexibility for reversing the 
course of bad habit and practicing a holy life. He writes that her soul “will climb to 
the very pinnacle of perfection and will exercise a facility in good living which is 
grounded in well-established custom. The soul will be amazed by its own virtue.”39

Gerontius, for his part, walks a fine line between portraying his heroine as 
nearly perfect and passionless and depicting her as one who is cognizant of her 
own sinfulness. For Gerontius, Melania’s speeches provide an occasion for him 
to have the saint attest to her own sinful nature. Calling herself a useless servant, 
Melania states that she is unaware “of anything completely good in herself.”40 On 
her deathbed she attests to her sinfulness, praying to God: “I have given my soul 
and body to you, who formed me in my mother’s womb, and you have taken my 
right hand to guide me in your counsel. But being human, I have sinned against 
you many times both in word and in deed, against you who alone are pure and 
without sin.”41 Yet a few lines later, when Gerontius describes Melania’s ascent into 
heaven, he insinuates that she in fact had reached a state akin to angelic perfec-
tion while on Earth: “The holy angels joyously received her, for in her corruptible 
body she had copied their apatheia.”42 Gerontius reports that the evil powers were 
“able to find nothing of their own in her.”43 As in the passages discussed above, 
Gerontius here attests to Melania’s spiritual perfection, her likeness to the angels, 
her apatheia, and lack of evil, but in Melania’s speeches about herself she empha-
sizes her sinful nature and lack of innate goodness. The literary strategy whereby 
Gerontius describes Melania’s perfection and then offers a quotation from Melania 
herself attesting to her sinfulness enables Gerontius to have his cake and eat it, 
too. The text here preserves a Pelagian remnant of the human striving for spiritual 
perfection in the midst of Augustinian testaments to human depravity.

The tensions between humility and nobility, sinfulness and perfection, reach 
their apex in Gerontius’s descriptions of Melania’s encounters with the empresses 
Serena and Eudocia. Gerontius reports that when Melania, still in her early twen-
ties and new to the ascetic life, visited the empress Serena, Melania wore dirty 
rags and a veil that she refused to take off in the presence of the empress. She was 
humbler than any beggar at the queen’s door, “delivering herself to death daily.” 
Yet Gerontius’s Melania was also nobler than any queen, bearing gifts of crystal, 
silver, and silk, even sitting atop Serena’s golden throne.44 With the humble, shab-
bily dressed Melania on the imperial throne, Serena delivers the following speech 
to the palace servants:45
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Let us learn from [Melania] that pious judgment conquers all the pleasure of the 
body. Behold, she has trod underfoot the soft ness of her upbringing, the massiveness 
of her wealth, the pride of her worth, and quite simply, all the delightful things of this 
life. She does not fear weakness of the fl esh nor voluntary poverty, nor any other 
things of this sort at which we shudder. She has rather even bridled nature itself and 
delivered herself to death daily, demonstrating to everyone by her very deeds that 
before God, woman is not surpassed by man in anything that pertains to virtue, if her 
decision is strong.

While Serena’s speech sounds a few too many notes of Pelagian optimism, Geron-
tius is careful to report that the more the empress praised Melania, “the more she 
humbled herself.”46 Th e juxtaposition of lowliness and nobility—of rags and 
riches—enables Gerontius to construct Melania as a key fi gure in the circles of the 
aristocratic elite and the ascetic elite while not compromising her humility.

A later scene with the empress Eudocia provides another occasion for Gerontius 
to measure Melania’s virtue, humility, and nobility against that of a royal woman. 
Gerontius reports that Melania, now advanced in years, went out to meet Eudocia 
at Sidon and stayed in the martyrium of Saint Phocas, the very location where 
the Canaanite woman replied to Jesus that “even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall 
from their masters’ table.”47 Although she was at first reluctant to travel “through 
the cities in such humble attire,” fearing that she might be reproached, Melania was 
honored by the empress, who called Melania her true spiritual mother. Eudocia 
professed that she wished to be worthy of Melania while she “still serve[d] the 
Lord in the flesh.”48

The empress then accompanied Melania to deposit the relics of Saint Stephen 
in a martyrium that Melania had constructed.49 After hurting her foot in the proc-
ess, Eudocia offered prayers in the Church of the Anastasis. The Latin version of 
the vita records her prayer: “I thank you, Lord, for deeming me worthy to visit, 
not because of merit, but because of your benevolence and the intervention of 
your holy martyrs and your handmaid Melania.”50 The Latin editor here adds an 
anti-Pelagian touch to Eudocia’s prayer, underscoring that her worthiness derives 
not from human merit but from divine grace and saintly intervention. Yet the 
narration of the scene with Eudocia also preserves the (Pelagian, Augustinian) 
tension between Gerontius’s depiction of Melania as noble, worthy, and important 
in worldly circles and his portrayal of her as mindful of her own unworthiness and 
humble beyond comparison. These accounts of Melania’s royal encounters illus-
trate how Melania competes with the empresses for both prestige and humility.51

BABIES

Pelagius himself fades from the scene around 418, but Julian of Eclanum takes up 
the Pelagian cause and becomes, in Elizabeth Clark’s estimation, the sharpest 



178    Wisdom and Heresy

opponent Augustine ever confronted.52 Th e debate between Augustine and Julian 
concerned babies: whether or not they were born with sin; whether or not they 
should be baptized as infants; and to what extent baptism erased past sins.53 When 
Julian defended, at the very least, the innocence of infants and the blamelessness 
of human reproduction, Augustine replied (with renewed clarity and resolve) that 
every baby, with the exception of Jesus, is born with the stain of Adam’s original 
sin, transmitted (albeit mysteriously) through conception, an act that itself is sul-
lied by sexual lust.54 Julian retorted that, in Augustine’s estimation, God was a nas-
centium persecutor—a tormentor of newborns.55

Babies also figure, although less prominently, in Gerontius’s vita of Melania.56 We 
can find in Gerontius’s discussion of babies a reminder of the all-too-recent debates 
between Julian and Augustine. The speedy baptism of Melania and Pinianus’s son, 
born prematurely, suggests that Melania’s practice and theology was in line with 
Augustine’s understanding of original sin and infant baptism.57 A later scene in the 
vita—a scene astutely analyzed by Maria Doerfler in this volume—suggests that 
questions about infant sin and mortality remained a thorny issue into the 450s.58

When Melania was already advanced in years, she was called to the bed of a 
woman whose fetus had died in the womb. The woman’s life was endangered, and 
after praying over her and putting a miraculous belt around her waist, Melania 
was able to heal the woman: the stillborn infant emerged, and the woman’s life was 
saved. In good Augustinian fashion, Melania claims none of the glory of this mira-
cle for herself but attributes the healing instead to a saint, the previous owner of 
the miraculous belt.59 But the Latin translation of the vita adds to this healing story 
by having Melania teach about the relationship of babies to sin. She says: “Indeed, 
God has made nothing filthy or unclean in humans; he has instead created all 
members according to reason. Only sin is filthy and abominable; for it is not pos-
sible for [bodily] members to be unclean, because God has created these [mem-
bers], from whom are born the patriarchs, prophets, apostles and other saints.”60 
This little speech plunges the Latin text into the sea of conflict between Augustine 
and Julian of Eclanum.

One can trace in this speech a defense of the innocence of babies, bodies, 
and sexual reproduction. Like Julian, Melania insists that God creates nothing 
unclean. But read alongside Augustine’s anti-Pelagian writings, Melania’s speech 
also sounds the notes of an Augustinian defense. According to the Latin editor of 
the vita, Melania, like Augustine, insisted that filth attached to sin alone, not to 
the body in general nor to the sexual organs in particular, for these too are part 
of God’s creation. In this section, I discuss some of the ways in which arguments 
about infant sin shaped Augustine’s debates with Julian of Eclanum regarding the 
status of the body, sex, marriage, and reproduction. The Latin editor of Melania’s 
vita, I suggest, used the opportunity of Melania’s healing of the woman with a 
stillborn baby to echo Augustine’s justification of the goodness of the body and 
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sexual reproduction.
One way in which Augustine defended his position on original sin was by 

reasoning backwards: If Jesus died to save everyone, babies included, then all are 
guilty of sin, even at the moment of birth.61 Each human is, as Augustine put it, 
a “massa peccati,” a lump of sin, undeserving of God’s grace.62 Considered in this 
way, it is understandable why a certain sentence in Pelagius’s Letter to Demetrias 
so enraged Augustine in 417. Pelagius had written in praise of Demetrias’s spiritual 
riches, which derived not from familial inheritance but from herself:63

You have possessions which rightly entitle you to be set above others, indeed even 
more so; for everyone realizes that your nobility in the physical sense and your 
wealth belong to your family, not to you, but no one except you yourself will be able 
to endow you with spiritual riches, and it is for these that you are rightly to be praised, 
for these that you are deservedly set above others, and they are things which cannot 
be within you unless they come from you.

Th e notion that spiritual wealth derived from Demetrias alone—or that anything 
good could derive from a human—was, in Augustine’s view, a poisonous doc-
trine.64 Augustine’s anger at this remark is evident in his warning letter to Juliana: 
“So go ahead and let the virgin of Christ read that from which she will believe that 
her virginal sanctity and all her spiritual riches belong to her only from herself, 
and thus . . . let her learn to be ungrateful to God!”65 To deny original sin was, for 
Augustine, to limit the full reach of God’s grace.

By 418, Augustine and Julian’s debate about original sin had come to encompass 
a debate about marriage, sex, and reproduction.66 Julian claimed that Augustine’s 
understanding of original sin reflected a Manichean hatred of the body and a dis-
paragement of human reproduction.67 He demanded that Augustine account for 
the exact origin of an infant’s sin, for in Julian’s reading of Augustine the corollary 
of original sin is a denigration of sexual reproduction as evil and an understanding 
of the (sexed) body as a deformity.68 In Against Julian, Augustine responds to these 
charges by arguing that “no uncleanness of the natures, however great it be, is any 
crime of marriage, for the proper good of marriage is plainly distinct from many 
faults of the natures.”69 Nuptial union, Augustine continues, is a good, especially 
for the purpose of procreation.70 Furthermore, the condition of bodies is good, 
not evil. “The condition of the newborn,” Augustine writes, “is the work of God 
operating well from evil men.”71 Augustine considers an extreme case to make his 
argument for the goodness of the human body at birth:72

If men were subject to the evil of lust to such an extent that if the honesty of marriage 
were removed, all of them would have intercourse indiscriminately, in the manner of 
dogs, the condition of the bodies, of which God is the author, would not be a deform-
ity merely because all sexual union happened to be evil. Even now, in evil adulterous 
union, we see that the work of God in the condition of the bodies is good.
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Augustine defends himself against the claims of Julian by upholding not only orig-
inal sin but also the goodness and divine blessing of marriage, sexual reproduc-
tion, and bodies.

In De Peccato Originali, Augustine maintains that the filth in which we are born 
is the filth of sin, and sin alone.73 The Latin editor of the Vita Melaniae Iunioris 
takes the opportunity of the story of a stillbirth to enter into this debate and clarify 
Augustine’s position. Like Augustine, the Latin editor of Melania’s vita affirms the 
cleanness and goodness of the human body and all its members; after all, the apos-
tles, saints, prophets, and patriarchs had bodies such as these. In this story, which 
describes the bodily parts of the stillborn infant in vivid detail, the Latin editor 
represents Melania as voicing an Augustinian defense of the simultaneous good-
ness of human bodies and filthiness of human sin. Melania is thus posthumously 
conscripted for orthodoxy.

C ONCLUSION:  MEL ANIA AND THE CATEGORIES OF 
ORTHOD OXY AND HERESY

Th e boundaries that Augustine sought to defi ne as those that separated him from 
Pelagius and his followers—and the Catholic faith from heresy—were not the 
boundaries that confi ned Melania, her family, or her hagiographer. Melania and her 
family were interested and invested in the theological debates, so much so that they 
pleaded Pelagius’s case before Augustine, claiming that he had renounced allegedly 
Pelagian views. But the stories about Melania, Albina, and Pinianus show that any 
aft er-the-fact overlay of the categories of orthodoxy and heresy necessarily obscures 
our understanding. Like the half-signed oath that Augustine abandoned, Melania’s 
conscription into orthodoxy remains incomplete. As she interrupts Augustine in 
the middle of signing his name, so she interrupts the neat historical and theological 
taxonomies that seek to cordon off  the orthodox from the heretical.

If we adjust the focus away from theological debates that have become dominant 
and starkly dichotomous only in hindsight, what other centers of identity forma-
tion and intellectual contestation and alliance emerge? Elizabeth Clark has wisely 
advised students of early Christianity to attend not only to theological issues but 
also to “nontheological issues [that lie] only slightly beneath the surface of [theo-
logical] controversies.”74 Clark observes that relations of “kinship, marriage, hos-
pitality . . . , religious mentorship, gift-giving, and literary and financial patronage 
illumine the developing antagonisms with less recourse to the theological debate 
than students of Christian history would have imagined.”75 In the case of Mela-
nia and her family, attention to social relations of kinship, hospitality, letter writ-
ing, and patronage illuminates not so much developing antagonisms but, rather, 
Melania and her family’s attempts at diplomacy and resolution. Augustine’s brief 
mentions of Melania portray her as a woman who intervenes—albeit not always to 
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his liking—to settle, prevent, or smooth over disputes. Melania and her mother, 
like Juliana (Demetrias’s mother), and like Paulinus of Nola, among others, forged 
strategic ties on both sides of the aisle. These illustrious Christians met or corre-
sponded with Pelagians and Augustinians alike. They were late ancient bipartisans.

Peter Brown has described how aristocratic families such as Melania’s and 
Juliana’s offered protection against charges of heresy to their intellectual and spir-
itual protégés. He writes:76

In their role of patrons of Christian scholars and Christian spiritual guides, great lay fam-
ilies considered themselves to be as much the judges of the limits of orthodoxy in their 
region as were the bishops and clergy. Th e protection Melania the Elder and her friends 
and relatives extended to Rufi nus showed the extent to which Christian intellectual activ-
ity in Rome remained rooted in the domus—in the town houses of the wealthy and in the 
patronage the owners of these houses exercised—quite as much as in the churches.

We can trace the diffi  culties of the shift  in the arbitration of orthodoxy and heresy 
from domus to church—from lay family to bishop—in, fi rst, the letters of the 
Church Fathers (Augustine, Jerome, Rufi nus, Pelagius) and their aristocratic inter-
locutors (oft en women) and, second, the aristocratic hagiography of the late fourth 
to the mid-fi ft h century.

In Augustine’s first letter to Melania, Pinianus, and Albina, written before his 
anti-Pelagian tracts, he laments the fact that he cannot pay them a visit. It is 410, and 
they have recently settled near him, in Thagaste, and he wishes that he could, in his 
words, “not hasten, but fly” to them, for they are “lights kindled into vehement flame 
by the Supreme Light, raised aloft by lowliness of spirit, and deriving more glorious 
luster from the glory which [they] have despised.”77 But winter chill, heavy rains, and 
an imperiled congregation keep him away. In his final correspondence with them, 
he writes to them in Jerusalem, where they have recently met with Pelagius. Seven 
and a half years have passed since his first letter to them, and Augustine is knee-
deep in his refutation of Pelagius’s heresy. Augustine writes his De Gratia Christi to 
warn Melania, Pinianus, and Albina about their unsuccessful attempt to rehabilitate 
Pelagius. In the first lines of this book, Augustine inscribes the troubling theological 
chasm that has opened between himself and Melania, Albina, and Pinianus.78 They 
remain for him, as for us, tantalizingly out of reach.
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Melania the Younger died in 439 c.e., more than a decade before the Council of 
Chalcedon, in 451, and the bitter confl icts that ensued. Nevertheless, the Vita Mel-
aniae Iunioris portrays the saint as actively involved in numerous religious and 
political controversies that preceded her death. In the Greek vita, this involvement 
includes her denunciation of the teachings of Nestorius, which were rejected dur-
ing his lifetime in 431 at the Council of Ephesus. Elizabeth Clark has built on earlier 
scholarship to argue persuasively that Greek rather than Latin is more likely to be 
the original language of the Vita Melaniae,1 and scholars have accepted Carolus De 
Smedt’s late-nineteenth-century identifi cation of the vita’s author as Gerontius.2 A 
longtime friend and priest of Melania, Gerontius became the staunchly anti-Chal-
cedonian head of her monasteries on the Mount of Olives in the decades aft er her 
death. Th ere is no doubt that Melania, with her extraordinary wealth and high 
status, lived visibly upon the stage of late antiquity, spending time with Augustine, 
conversing with imperial leaders, and founding monasteries.3 Th e details of her 
vita suggest, however, that even if the sharp anti-Nestorianism that her Greek 
biography attributes to her is historically plausible, it also served a signifi cant pur-
pose for the anti-Chalcedonian monk-priest Gerontius, who later recorded it. As 
Susanna Drake has shown above in her chapter in this volume, the vita’s particular 
retelling of the 420s and 430s proved useful to its author in the 450s.4 Reading the 
events of Melania’s life and the narrative of her subsequent Life against an intricate 
backdrop of shift ing doctrinal politics reveals the complexity of interpreting claims 
of Christian orthodoxy in the middle decades of the fi ft h century, as it does also 
the more general diffi  culty  of labeling chronologically contingent lives with such 
abstract categories as orthodox or heretical.
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The Greek vita explicitly portrays Melania as saving many from “the polluted 
doctrine of Nestorius,”5 a condemnation that is particularly noteworthy in the later 
context of the vita’s production. Clark dates the original (Greek) text to 452/3, 
when the anti-Chalcedonian leader Theodosius, whom Clark posits as the vita’s 
recipient, was briefly the bishop of Jerusalem. Bishop Juvenal of Jerusalem’s unex-
pected concession to the Council of Chalcedon in 451 led to a revolt in Pales-
tine that sent him into exile and named Theodosius the new, if fleeting, bishop of 
that episcopal see. At that time, many opposing Christians like Gerontius argued 
that the creed recently confirmed at the Council of Chalcedon revived what they 
labeled as a Nestorian doctrine that had been anathematized at the Council of 
Ephesus twenty years earlier. Thus, akin to the coded correspondence that Robin 
Darling Young identifies above in her chapter between Evagrius and Melania the 
Elder, in 452/3 an anti-Nestorian representation of Melania the Younger would 
have supported Gerontius’s critique of the newly distinct Chalcedonian Chris-
tians, providing Gerontius and his colleagues with valuable support in the pressing 
battles that they faced during the decades following Melania the Younger’s death.

As Clark wrote in the introduction to her translation of the vita: “We may rea-
sonably conclude that the Vita Melaniae Junioris is not free of tendentious, indeed 
propagandistic, qualities.”6 I argue that this includes the representation of Melania 
as resolutely anti-Nestorian. The history of Gerontius’s Vita Melaniae highlights 
the ironies of this complex period. Although most texts authored by Christians 
who rejected Chalcedon were not preserved in the imperial languages of Greek 
and Latin and their liturgies, this vita—separated from any explicit association 
with its author—is an exception.7 Unfortunately for Gerontius, however, although 
the Christological stance that he attributed to Melania remained orthodox in 
imperial Christianity, his later anti-Chalcedonian views, which he considered to 
be the natural extension of Melania’s anti-Nestorianism, did not. The result of this 
tumultuous history is a vita of an acceptably orthodox saint with a Greek and 
Latin manuscript history that was preserved by the very Chalcedonian communi-
ties that Gerontius positioned the hagiography to denounce, highlighting the ahis-
toricity of the terms “orthodoxy” and “heresy” and the capriciousness with which 
they intersect the historically contingent details of individual lives.

THE FIFTH-CENTURY POLITICS OF 
CHRISTIAN ORTHOD OXY

Th e shift ing allegiances and defi nitions of imperial orthodoxy in the fi ft h and 
sixth centuries rival even the notorious upheavals of the fourth century in their 
complexity. With the Council of Ephesus in 431, the Council of Chalcedon in 451, 
and the tangled webs of religious and political affi  liations stretching around 
the empire through the decades, it was no easy task to walk the elusive line of 
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Christian orthodoxy. Not only did imperial support shift  frequently from one doc-
trinal community to another, but the boundaries of the communities themselves 
were anything but static. A brief introduction to these Christological controversies 
and to Gerontius will provide the necessary context for the analysis of the Greek 
vita that follows.

The Council of Ephesus deposed the bishop Nestorius and emphasized the 
unity of Christ’s divine and human aspects. Nestorius, concerned about the impli-
cations of God dwelling within Mary’s womb, rejected the title Theotokos (God-
bearer) for Mary the mother of Jesus. Nestorius argued that Mary could instead be 
called Christotokos, Christbearer, but this proposal was unacceptable to Nestorius’s 
powerful critics, particularly Cyril of Alexandria. Cyril wrote: “If anyone separates 
the hypostaseis in the one Christ after the union [i.e., the Incarnation]. . . let him 
be anathema. If anyone attributes to two persons [prosōpois dysin], that is, to two 
hypostaseis, the sayings . . . made by the saints in reference to Christ or those made 
by him concerning himself, . . . let him be anathema.”8 Nestorius was deposed and 
his teachings censured at the Council of Ephesus, and all Christians who inherit 
the Late Roman definition of orthodoxy consider his teachings to be heretical to 
this day.

The Council of Ephesus was not, however, a clear-cut end to the controversies 
raised between Cyril and Nestorius. Only two decades later, a Christian leader 
named Eutyches was criticized for teaching that Christ had only a single nature 
[physis] after the Incarnation. Eutyches strongly rejected Nestorius’s teachings and 
agreed with his opponents at Chalcedon that Christ was one person out of [ek] two 
natures. Eutyches did not agree, however, that Christ maintained two natures after 
the Incarnation, or could be described as one person in [en] two natures. Eutyches 
argued, rather, that the incarnate Christ had one nature, alongside the one person 
and one hypostasis established by Cyril. As a result, Eutyches did not accept the 
doctrine ratified at the Council of Chalcedon, which defined Christ as one person 
in two natures: “One and the same Christ, Son, Lord, only-begotten, acknowl-
edged in two natures, . . . the difference of natures being in no way destroyed by the 
union [i.e., Incarnation], but rather the distinctive character of each nature being 
preserved and coming together into one person and one hypostasis.”9 Given the 
Council of Ephesus’s recent emphasis on Christ’s single person and single hypos-
tasis, it is understandable that Eutyches and his followers were surprised by the 
Council of Chalcedon’s insistence that the incarnate Christ retained two natures. 
Until today, Coptic, Armenian, Syrian, and Ethiopian Orthodox Christians reject 
the Council of Chalcedon and emphasize Christ’s single nature after the Incarna-
tion. Ironically, Chalcedonian Christians and those who rejected Chalcedon each 
consider themselves to be the sole legitimate heir of Cyril of Alexandria’s anti-
Nestorian orthodoxy, showing that an individual’s claim to orthodoxy depends on 
timing as well as doctrine.



Posthumous Orthodoxy    189

Gerontius produced the original Vita Melaniae while he was deeply entwined 
in the social and political networks of the controversies surrounding the Coun-
cil of Chalcedon. John Rufus, an anti-Chalcedonian bishop of Gaza’s port city 
Maiuma, included some stories about Gerontius in his Life of Peter the Iberian, 
from the beginning of the sixth century, and the Chalcedonian leader Cyril of 
Scythopolis mentioned Gerontius several decades later in his Lives of the Monks 
of Palestine. Both John and Cyril of Scythopolis identify Gerontius as the head of 
Melania’s monasteries on the Mount of Olives, and Cyril specifically mentions that 
Gerontius held that position for forty-five years after Melania’s death.10 John and 
Cyril also agree that Gerontius strongly rejected the outcome of the Council of 
Chalcedon, although as an anti-Chalcedonian Christian himself John praised the 
very aspects of Gerontius’s behavior that the Chalcedonian Cyril criticized.11

John Rufus, however, includes further details about Gerontius’s life that are oth-
erwise unattested. John mentions that Gerontius was “by family a Jerusalemite,” 
but that as a child he “was accepted for the service of watchman by the holy Mela-
nia and her husband.”12 John claims that Melania and her husband, Pinian, took 
Gerontius with them to Jerusalem to take monastic vows, and that later Geron-
tius became Melania’s priest in addition to being the leader of her monasteries on 
the Mount of Olives.13 According to John, Gerontius “would often celebrate three 
gatherings of the divine service in a single day, and especially on the holy Sunday: 
one on the holy mountain, and one in the monastery for men, and again one in the 
monastery for women. On the remaining days, he celebrated daily a gathering and 
a private service for the blessed Melania according to the custom of the Church 
of Rome.”14 Although some early scholars accepted John’s claims, others have per-
suasively challenged the historicity of this story of Gerontius’s childhood.15 Nev-
ertheless, John Rufus’s description in his Plerophoriae of Gerontius as a deacon in 
Melania’s monastery before his rise to the priesthood remains historically plausi-
ble.16 Childhood details aside, it seems reasonable to conclude that Gerontius was 
a monk and priest who knew Melania personally, oversaw her monasteries after 
her death, and became a stalwart leader among those who rejected the Council of 
Chalcedon. A study of the Greek Vita Melaniae reveals a heroine who is orthodox 
in ways that would have been consonant with Gerontius’s own anti-Chalcedonian 
views in the aftermath of 451.

THE ORTHOD OX AND ANTI-NESTORIAN MEL ANIA 
OF THE GREEK VITA

As Elizabeth Clark noted, both the Greek and Latin versions of the Vita Melaniae 
strongly emphasize the orthodoxy of their heroine: “Th ere can be no doubt that 
Gerontius wished to present Melania as an exemplar of sound doctrine whose 
‘ardor for the orthodox faith’ was ‘hotter than fi re.’ ”17 Yet, as Clark was quick to 
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acknowledge, “what constituted orthodoxy in the fi ft h century was not so easily 
ascertained in the midst of the era’s doctrinal struggles: those who won the debate 
were not the only ones who thought themselves correct.”18 Melania the Younger, 
like her grandmother and namesake, Melania the Elder, consorted with leaders 
engaged in intense debates over religious orthodoxy and orthopraxy, and not all 
her close acquaintances escaped accusations of heresy. Nevertheless, Melania’s vita 
insists she was a paragon of orthodoxy, even if the details of what defi ned her as 
orthodox are sometimes vague in ways that allow her to fl oat unscathed through 
the accusations of heresy that troubled her hagiographer.

The years 431 and 432 were particularly significant for Melania, as her mother 
died in 431, the year of the Council of Ephesus, which denounced Nestorius and 
his teachings, and her husband died in the following year. Melania built a wom-
en’s monastery on the Mount of Olives soon after her mother’s death and a men’s 
monastery in the same region a few years later, in 435. Another year or two after 
building the second monastery, she seems to have traveled to Constantinople to 
see her uncle Volusian, who was visiting from Rome for an imperial wedding in 
the Eastern capital. The vita portrays Melania as instructing many in Christian 
orthodoxy while she is in Constantinople for this visit, including among her pupils 
(in the Greek vita) the emperor Theodosius II, his wife, Eudocia, and his powerful 
older sister Pulcheria. Melania soon returned to Jerusalem, where she was joined 
by the empress Eudocia; and the saint died not long after, in 439.

Clark has already detailed many of Melania the Younger’s relations with those 
accused of Origenism, Pelagianism, and perhaps Donatism.19 Despite these associ-
ations, Melania emerges from the vita as unassailably (because imprecisely) ortho-
dox. Not only does the Greek vita begin with a general insistence that Melania 
burned with an “ardor for the orthodox faith,”20 but Gerontius scatters reminders 
of this claim throughout the narrative. “She had such zeal for the name of our Lord 
Jesus Christ and the orthodox faith,” he writes, “that if she heard that someone was 
a heretic, even in name, and advised him to make a change for the better, he was 
persuaded. . . . But if he was not persuaded, she would in no way accept anything 
from him.”21 Similarly, Gerontius describes an occasion when Melania chastised 
him for mentioning in the liturgy the name of a woman whom some considered 
to be a heretic. Gerontius concluded regarding Melania: “Thus she believed it was 
a transgression against the orthodox faith to name heretics during the holy Eucha-
rist.”22 Gerontius elsewhere noted: “Only the Lord himself knows . . . how many 
Samaritans, pagans, and heretics she persuaded through money and exhortations 
to come back to God!”23 In Jerusalem Melania “was not quick to see anyone except 
the holy and highly regarded bishops, especially those who stood out for their doc-
trine, so that she might spend the time of their conferences inquiring about the 
divine word”;24 and she instructed the women in her monastery: “Before all else, let 
us guard the holy and orthodox faith without deviation, for this is the groundwork 
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and the foundation of our whole life in the Lord.”25 Given the varieties of religious 
controversies in these decades, it is perhaps not surprising but nevertheless stra-
tegic that the vita so often speaks simply of Melania’s orthodoxy without offering 
more detail that might have caused difficulties in the later vicissitudes of these 
arguments.

One exception to Gerontius’s decision to keep the details of Melania’s ortho-
doxy rather vague is in the aggression that she shows in the Greek (though notably 
not the Latin) vita toward the teachings of Nestorius. “Just then,” Gerontius wrote, 
“the Devil threw the souls of the simple people into great trouble through the pol-
luted doctrine of Nestorius. Therefore many of the wives of senators and some of 
the men illustrious in learning came to our holy mother in order to investigate 
the orthodox faith with her. And she, who had the Holy Spirit indwelling, did 
not cease talking theology from dawn to dusk.”26 Again Gerontius describes how 
Melania “turned many who had been deceived to the orthodox faith and sustained 
others who doubted.”27 He repeats this claim at the end of the section about her 
stay in Constantinople, including—in the Greek version—the imperial family, 
and particularly the empress Eudocia, among her pupils.28 Eudocia, like Geron-
tius himself, supported those who rejected Chalcedon in the first years after the 
council. Both the empress and Gerontius thus serve in the vita to provide a nar-
rative bridge between Melania’s anti-Nestorian orthodoxy of the 430s and later 
anti-Chalcedonian Christianity.

THE NEW NESTORIANS OF CHALCED ON:  THE 
RHETORIC OF ANTI-CHALCED ONIAN HERESIOLO GY

It is evidence of the serpentine undulations in the defi nition of orthodoxy in the 
fi ft h century, and of the signifi cance of the timing of its attachment to a historical 
individual, that Gerontius could present an orthodoxly anti-Nestorian Melania 
while concurrently being deemed heretical for his own rejection of the Council of 
Chalcedon. Gerontius, the enemy of Saint Melania’s enemy Nestorius, was, in the 
judgment of later Greek tradition, a heretic. It is easy to understand why those who 
rejected the outcome of the Council of Chalcedon argued that Chalcedonian 
orthodoxy revived the teachings of Nestorius. Although it is commonplace to note 
that Christians who rejected Chalcedon largely considered those who accepted the 
council to be thinly disguised Nestorians,29 scholars have not yet observed that the 
networks surrounding some of the earliest of these accusations are directly related 
to Gerontius and the empress Eudocia and thus deserve attention in an analysis of 
the Vita Melaniae.

Among the earliest accusations that Chalcedonian Christians taught the her-
esy of Nestorius are those suggested by the defensive responses of the Chalcedo -
nian empress Pulcheria and her husband, Marcian, to the heads of Jerusalem’s 
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monasteries, dated to late 452 or early 453.30 The monks’ letters that prompted the 
imperial replies do not survive, but the separate letters from Marcian and Pulcheria 
defend the imperial couple, arguing that the “two natures” language of Chalcedon’s 
creed was not a novelty and did not teach “two Sons.” Marcian was the emperor 
who had convened the Council of Chalcedon in 451; he had become emperor by 
marrying Pulcheria, the powerful Augusta and sister of Eudocia’s husband, the 
emperor Theodosius II, upon Theodosius’s death. Pulcheria and Nestorius had a 
very public antipathy for each another, and Pulcheria gave her strong support to 
the councils of Ephesus and of Chalcedon. Marcian and Pulcheria both had clear 
reasons to remain unswerving defenders of Chalcedonian Christianity throughout 
their reign.

Another letter from 453, from the emperor Marcian to the bishop Macarius 
and the monks of Sinai, defended the emperor against claims made by the bishop 
Theodosius of Jerusalem, who allegedly asserted that the Council of Chalcedon 
inappropriately taught “two Sons.”31 Such correspondence offers persuasive evi-
dence that Bishop Theodosius and the monks of Jerusalem were accusing those 
who followed Chalcedon of adhering to teachings that had been condemned in 
431. Gerontius was the head of Melania the Younger’s monasteries in Jerusalem 
during these years and a steadfast advocate of his bishop, Theodosius, the sub-
ject of the emperor’s letter and, according to Clark, the likely recipient of the Vita 
Melaniae. These three imperial letters thus provide significant contextual clues for 
interpreting Gerontius’s contemporaneous presentation of Melania’s anti-Nesto-
rian activity.

Decades later, the anti-Chalcedonian leader John Rufus produced his Pleropho-
riae. Evidence suggests that John Rufus first wrote the Plerophoriae in Greek, most 
likely between 512 and 518. Unlike Gerontius’s Greek vita, however, the explicitly 
anti-Chalcedonian Plerophoriae survives only in Syriac, because of its renun-
ciation by later Greek-speaking Chalcedonian Christians and its acceptance by 
Syriac-speaking Christians who rejected the council. This text, like the epistles 
noted above, reveals anew an anti-Chalcedonian claim that those who followed 
Chalcedon repeated the heresy of Nestorius:32

Now if these who denied [t. lam] God at Chalcedon say to us, “For what reason do you 
call us transgressors, that is, faithless [t. ālume]?” we respond to them, . . . “You, then, 
who at Ephesus rejected Nestorius, the leader of the two natures [kyāne], . . . and who 
anathematized these who dared or are daring to think or teach thus, how are you not 
guilty and transgressors, you who restored at Chalcedon those same things that at 
that time you destroyed?”

John repeats these accusations several times in the passages that follow: “Aft er you 
destroyed impiety, you restored it again. . . . Aft er you destroyed this wicked 
doctrine at the Council of Ephesus, . . . you openly restored it at the Council of 
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Chalcedon.”33 John Rufus, an anti-Chalcedonian monk in the Jerusalem monas-
tery that Melania founded and Gerontius had led, provides further evidence for 
the initial category confusion that followed Chalcedon and for the concurrent 
confl ation and condemnation of Chalcedonian and Nestorian teachings within 
Melania’s monasteries in the decades aft er her death.

Cyril of Scythopolis’s Lives of the Monks of Palestine is even later, being writ-
ten around 543–58, but it provides additional clues regarding Gerontius’s own 
understanding of the relation between Chalcedonian and Nestorian teachings. 
Gerontius makes a narrative appearance in Cyril of Scythopolis’s Life of Euthymius 
and Life of Sabas, and in these stories Gerontius explicitly accuses Chalcedonian 
Christians of reviving the heresy of Nestorius. The Life of Euthymius first describes 
the friendly relationship with the empress Eudocia, wife of Emperor Theodosius 
II, and the anti-Chalcedonian bishop Theodosius of Jerusalem: “Coming to Pal-
estine, this man [Bishop Theodosius] beguiled the empress [Eudocia], who was 
here at that time, and seduced all the monastic population, inveighing against the 
Council of Chalcedon as having subverted the true faith and approved the doc-
trine of Nestorius.”34 In Cyril’s narrative, Bishop Theodosius then sends Gerontius 
and another anti-Chalcedonian monk to try to convert the ascetic Euthymius, the 
Chalcedonian hero of this narrative. “When these men arrived,” Cyril wrote, “and 
began their plea, Euthymius said, ‘Far be it from me to share in the murderous 
crimes of [Bishop] Theodosius or be seduced by his heresy.’ Elpidius and Geron-
tius replied, ‘But ought we to share the doctrines of Nestorius, which have been 
approved by the council now assembled at Chalcedon by means of the expression 
‘in two natures’?’ ”35 In keeping with the Chalcedonian imperial letters of Mar-
cian and Pulcheria, and the anti-Chalcedonian writings of John Rufus, this sixth-
century Chalcedonian text attributes to Gerontius directly the claim that the 
Council of Chalcedon championed the heretical doctrines of Nestorius.

A SLIPPERY SLOPE:  FROM MEL ANIA TO ANTI-
CHALCED ONIAN CHRISTIANIT Y

Th e strong likelihood that Gerontius personally criticized those who followed the 
Council of Chalcedon as having resurrected the heresy of Nestorius has signifi cant 
implications for understanding the presentation of Melania in the Vita Melaniae 
Iunioris. As Robin Darling Young has shown for Melania the Elder above in this 
volume, so too Melania the Younger survives in the writings of a male acquaint-
ance who portrays her as a patron for his endangered community. Given that Mel-
ania died before 451, and given the sharp accusations and religious and political 
turmoil and realignments that followed, and given, too, that the vita does not 
explicitly mention the schism over the Council of Chalcedon, scholars have under-
standably not read the vita as a distinctly anti-Chalcedonian text. Clark noted 
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more generally, however: “Th e Vitae of saints composed in this period . . . were 
notoriously open to doctrinal manipulation by their authors.”36 I propose that in 
the Greek Vita Melaniae Gerontius critiques not only Nestorians but also his Chal-
cedonian opponents of the mid-fi ft h century.

The explicitly anti-Nestorian passages of the Greek life discussed above are, 
of course, also the most explicit and most powerfully anti-Chalcedonian pas-
sages when read alongside the rhetoric in the vita’s immediate context. For an 
anti-Chalcedonian author in Jerusalem in the years of Theodosius’s episcopacy 
to portray Melania as strongly against Nestorius was simultaneously to present 
her as an opponent of Chalcedon. Melania had died fewer than fifteen years ear-
lier and had left her mark on the region. That the vita portrays such a politically, 
financially, and religiously influential saint as so ardently opposed to Nestorius’s 
heretical teachings, unleashed, as the vita claims, by the devil himself, implicitly 
claims a powerful ally for Gerontius’s anti-Chalcedonian community.

As Clark has noted, the vita’s portrayal of Proclus, bishop of Constantinople 
(431–46), also complements the text’s anti-Nestorian agenda.37 The vita claims that 
when Melania came to Constantinople to try to turn her uncle Volusian to Chris-
tianity, she asked “the holy bishop” Proclus for assistance. Proclus successfully per-
suaded Volusian, who then said: “If we had three men in Rome like lord Proclus, 
no one there would be called a pagan.”38 “Proclus’s letters and sermons testify . . . ,” 
Elizabeth Clark wrote, “to his campaign against Nestorianism.”39 In this passage too, 
then, the Vita Melaniae advocated an anti-Nestorian orthodoxy that aided Geron-
tius’s anti-Chalcedonian efforts in Palestine in 452/3.

In addition to the explicit anti-Nestorian passages and the praise for the strongly 
anti-Nestorian bishop Proclus, the Vita Melaniae also identifies a clear leadership suc-
cession that would last beyond Melania’s lifetime into the years of the controversy over 
Chalcedon. Although Clark has pointed out that Cyril of Alexandria’s presence in the 
vita is smaller than one may expect,40 the praise of him as “the most holy bishop” 
nevertheless places Melania, Gerontius, and the audience in a positive relationship 
with this bishop, who became the measure of orthodoxy.41 Cyril was, of course, at the 
center of the conflict with Nestorius at the Council of Ephesus in 431, and his name 
became synonymous with religious orthodoxy in the decades that followed. Ironi-
cally, his death, in 444—that is, before the Council of Chalcedon in 451—meant that 
like Melania the Younger he could represent a pillar of Christian orthodoxy to later 
Chalcedonian and anti-Chalcedonian Christians alike. Thus, Adam Schor has shown 
how important it was to leaders of both communities to trace their doctrine and ordi-
nations through Cyril of Alexandria in the decades and centuries after his death.42 
Andrew Louth, in fact, concludes that the Syrian bishops rejected Chalcedon because 
they believed that it betrayed Cyril’s orthodox teachings.43

The Vita Melaniae Iunioris not only claims an orthodox succession through 
its association with Cyril of Alexandria, but it also makes other distinct efforts to 
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connect Melania’s anti-Nestorian orthodoxy with the authority and legitimacy of 
Gerontius’s later leadership. Near death, Melania speaks with many groups of people 
in the vita, including an entreaty to the martyrs whose relics surround her: “Be my 
ambassadors to the God who loves humankind, so that he may receive my soul in 
peace and guard the monasteries up to the end in the fear of him.”44 Further, in the 
vita Melania specifically passes her authority to her priest, the text’s author, much 
in the way that Athanasius describes the ascetic Antony bequeathing his sheepskin 
and thus his authority to his bishop-hagiographer.45 To the women of her monas-
tery, Melania says in this text: “I entrust you to the lord priest and exhort you not to 
distress him in anything, but to submit to him in all humility, knowing that he too 
carried your burden for the sake of God, and that she who resists him and does not 
submit to him causes grief to God.”46 To a beloved bishop and his clergy, “the blessed 
woman said, ‘I commend to you the priest and the monasteries; oversee all as a good 
shepherd looks after flocks endowed with reason, imitating your own master.’ ”47 To 
“the monks from her monastery,” she said, “I exhort you to give relief to the priest in 
all ways”; and to the author himself, Melania ostensibly said, “I now entrust the mon-
asteries to you.”48 Reread in a later Palestinian context, these commands to follow 
Gerontius faithfully as Melania’s appointed and orthodox priest take on new mean-
ing in the heat of the controversy after Chalcedon, when Gerontius found himself 
politically at odds with the imperial definition of orthodoxy.

Last but not least, the vita’s praise for the empress Eudocia, and the numerous 
ways in which the empress submits to Melania’s religious authority in the narra-
tive, would likewise have had significant repercussions in the years immediately 
after the Council of Chalcedon. Eudocia received the title Augusta when she mar-
ried the emperor Theodosius II in 421, a title that carried weight even when she 
and her husband did not see eye to eye. From the beginning of their marriage, 
Eudocia had to compete for her husband’s allegiance with the emperor’s older 
sister Pulcheria, an Augusta in her own right and a powerful force in religious 
and political circles throughout her adulthood.49 There is no evidence of Eudocia’s 
engagement in the theological debates surrounding the Council of Ephesus—in 
fact, tradition claims that she was the well-educated daughter of a pagan teacher 
and adopted Christianity only for her imperial wedding.50 Nevertheless, after the 
marriage of her daughter Eudoxia to the young Western emperor Valentinian III 
in Constantinople, in 437, Eudocia enters more visibly into the historical record.

As noted above, the Vita Melaniae Iunioris claims that Melania’s uncle Volusian 
traveled from Rome for the wedding between Eudoxia and Valentinian III, and Mel-
ania went to Constantinople to see him. While she was in the capital, she combatted 
heresy and benefited “most particularly the Christ-loving imperial women” and “the 
most pious emperor Theodosius.”51 Whether or not Melania actually spoke about 
Christianity with the imperial family during her time in Constantinople, this visit 
does appear to be the beginning of a relationship with at least the empress Eudocia. 
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Gerontius claims that while Melania was visiting Constantinople, Eudocia expressed 
“a desire to worship at the Holy Places,” and Melania persuaded the emperor to 
make Eudocia’s trip possible.52 The Vita Melaniae presents a respectful relationship 
between the saint and the empress,53 depicting Melania as “a true spiritual mother” 
to Eudocia, who showers Melania with praise and honor.54 Although scholars have 
good reason to challenge the historical accuracy of the vita’s claim that Eudocia left 
Constantinople to travel to Jerusalem in 438 primarily because of Melania,55 evi-
dence suggests that Eudocia did in fact visit Melania in Jerusalem before the saint’s 
death in 439 and returned to live in Bethlehem by 443.56 Regardless of the historicity 
of Eudocia’s deference to Melania, the narrative representation sends a clear message 
to the vita’s audience about Melania’s high status and of Eudocia’s orthodoxy by vir-
tue of her submission to this quintessentially orthodox saint.57

Unlike Melania, however, Eudocia (d. 460) lived through the Council of Chal-
cedon and the first decade of its aftermath, and she was a firm and active sup-
porter of the anti-Chalcedonian Christians in Palestine at least until 455. Peter 
the Iberian was a political hostage in Constantinople as a child, and years later, 
in 452/3, he was ordained as an anti-Chalcedonian bishop by Bishop Theodosius 
of Jerusalem. Eudocia helped Peter flee from the capital to Melania’s monastery 
around 438, before the saint’s death, and continued to protect him from imperial 
persecution even after his escape.58 She also supported Theodosius’s replacement 
of Juvenal as bishop of Jerusalem.59 Although Eudocia seems to have publicly sup-
ported the Council of Chalcedon in the last five years of her life, the shift appears 
to have been due to external pressures.60 With the loss of her emperor husband 
in 450, and the loss of her emperor son-in-law in 455, she lost the political stature 
publicly to reject imperial orthodoxy. Even so, according to Cornelia Horn, “Even 
after Eudocia entered into communion with Juvenal as ransom for Constantino-
ple’s support in rescuing her family in Rome, she still protected Romanus and 
gave support to other anti-Chalcedonians until her death in 460.”61 Regardless, the 
Greek Vita Melaniae most likely dates from the time of Theodosius’s episcopacy in 
Jerusalem in 452/3, when Eudocia would have been a recognizable ally of Geron-
tius’s Christianity. The close relationship portrayed in the vita between Melania 
and Eudocia is thus one more way in which the Vita Melaniae supported Geron-
tius’s anti-Chalcedonian struggle.

THE L ATIN VITA

Th e Latin version of the vita presents an interesting contrast to the Greek text on 
the related issues of Melania’s anti-Nestorianism and the text’s praise of the empress 
Eudocia.62 Perhaps most notably, the Latin version does not include any mention 
of Nestorius or Nestorians. When Melania visits Constantinople in the Latin vita, 
she teaches, and the devil fi ghts against her, but it is not explicitly against Nesto-
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rius’s teachings and followers. Although the Latin vita shows Melania as notably 
orthodox and fi ghting heretics, her struggles against Donatists—not surprisingly 
unique to the Latin text—and against the teachings of Pelagius are brought to the 
fore, as Susanna Drake discusses in her chapter above.63

In addition, the Latin includes a noteworthy story toward the end of the vita 
that is absent from the Greek version and portrays the empress Eudocia in an 
unflattering light. In both the Greek and the Latin versions, Melania speaks with 
the women in her monastery as she lies close to death and exhorts them to live well 
and listen to their priest, Gerontius.64 In the Latin version, however, this section is 
expanded to include a warning from Melania that if the women misbehave in the 
years after her death, she “will return in person and reprimand” whoever is negli-
gent.65 The Latin narrative interrupts Melania’s speech at this point to inform the 
reader that this indeed came to pass, describing a visit of the saint to Eudocia when 
the empress inappropriately tried to persuade some of the women in Melania’s 
Jerusalem monastery to travel to Constantinople. Melania appeared and not only 
reprimanded a woman who planned to leave the monastery and some women 
who were already en route; she also appeared “to the empress herself, who claimed 
to have had a vision of the saint” asking the empress not to take the sequestered 
women away from their Jerusalem monastery.66 As Clark commented: “Eudocia 
is here presented as insensitive to the need for the cloistering of nuns, a necessity 
(it is implied) that any truly devout person would have understood without being 
chastised by Melania in a vision.”67 This Latin representation of Eudocia is decid-
edly less flattering than the depiction in the Greek vita.

Clearly the textual differences in the Greek and Latin representations of Nesto-
rius and the empress Eudocia are related. The Greek text roundly condemns Nesto-
rianism while praising the empress, who at the very time the text was produced 
was actively engaged in helping strongly anti-Nestorian (and anti-Chalcedonian) 
Christians in Jerusalem; the Latin text, on the other hand, removes any explicit 
reference to Nestorius’s teachings and adds a pointed critique of Eudocia. In the 
Eastern empire between 451 and 455, an anti-Chalcedonian author would have 
seen an anti-Nestorian Melania and a pro-Eudocia story such as that in the Greek 
vita as productively anti-Chalcedonian.68

C ONCLUSION

Aft er the Council of Chalcedon, Gerontius participated in a contentious and con-
voluted struggle. Bishop Juvenal of Jerusalem led the Second Council of Ephesus, 
in 449, which accepted the teachings of Eutyches that would soon be rejected at 
the Council of Chalcedon. Juvenal’s surprising acceptance two years later of the 
doctrine of Chalcedon was understood by many of his Palestinian colleagues to 
be in sharp contrast to his earlier teachings, and a local uprising sent the bishop 
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temporarily into exile. Th e epistolary exchange that followed between the monks 
of Jerusalem and the emperor Marcian and the empress Pulcheria was but one 
manifestation of the betrayal felt by Palestinian monks like Gerontius, who were 
convinced that Chalcedon had revived the recent Nestorian heresy.

In this context, Gerontius’s Life of Melania the Younger represents several ironies. 
The text of a Christian who rejected the Council of Chalcedon, it nevertheless sur-
vives in Greek and Latin because it tells the life of a saint who remained untainted 
by the strong anti-Chalcedonian commitments of her hagiographer. Even if the 
blunt categories of orthodoxy and heresy are ubiquitous in Christian history, the 
content of the terms depends entirely on the specific context of their use, with 
the result that they often sit awkwardly and imperfectly upon the chronologi-
cally embedded life of any given individual. Like Cyril of Alexandria’s, Melania’s 
anti-Nestorian views and death before 451 provided rich fodder for later Chalce-
donian and anti-Chalcedonian Christians alike. It turned out to be to Melania’s 
great advantage that Gerontius highlighted her anti-Nestorianism without his 
anti-Chalcedonian interests being explicit enough to later readers to cause his 
supposed heresy to tarnish her orthodoxy or, in other words, that in the post-
Chalcedonian contests Gerontius shaped Melania’s orthodoxy in the vocabulary of 
pre-Chalcedonian Christianity. Even though Melania’s anti-Nestorianism would 
have been intelligibly anti-Chalcedonian to its author, the coded condemnations 
in her vita were flexible enough to be interpreted in different ways. In a conflict 
whose boundaries, categories, and allegiances were shifting so quickly, orthodoxy 
came to be as much about timing as it was about doctrine. We can imagine Mela-
nia’s and Gerontius’s mutual surprise that so many of the very Christians who later 
deemed her a saint considered her priest and hagiographer a heretic.
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one way to approach the dynamism of the age of the Melanias is through con-
sideration of space and place: the Melanias were bodies in motion, enacting the 
possibilities of Christian identity in multiple ways in multiple locations. To take 
place, as the theorist of religion Jonathan Z. Smith once noted, marks place not 
only in geography but in chronology: places not only are; they also occur. If one 
place can characterize the varied possibilities of being and becoming Christian in 
late antiquity, particularly as seen through the lives of Melania the Elder and her 
namesake granddaughter, it is the charged and ambivalent Holy Land. Constan-
tine the Great resurrected Jerusalem, which had been dramatically changed from 
its roots in Israelite and Judean history through a series of wars with Rome that 
spanned the fi rst and second centuries. In the fourth century, Constantine engaged 
in major building projects there, of imperial churches and memorials of events 
from biblical narratives, in an eff ort to make visible the specifi cally Christian 
importance of the city. A generation aft er Constantine, the holy city and its envi-
rons became the privileged milieu for a dynamic series of Christian lives. It was 
there that Melania the Elder set up her monastic centers, on the Mount of Olives; 
it was there that Melania the Younger founded her own churches and ascetic com-
munities. Th ey were part of a wave of Christians journeying from all parts of the 
Roman Empire, who saw in this newly Christianized place the opportunity to live 
in ways that echoed the sacred narratives that had recently become part of impe-
rial identity.

Th e ancient terms for place signal the richness that we can mine from place’s 
contemplation: locus may refer at once to a physical location or a passage in a text, 
as we see in the deeply layered pilgrimage account of Egeria, the female pilgrim 
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from Spain, whose pilgrimage diary provides us with one of the most vivid sources 
for early Christian ritual in the Holy Land. Loca sancta, holy places, in her vibrant 
narrative are the sites where she plants her feet in veneration and are also the cita-
tions of scripture that she has recited there. In hoc loco, in this place, Christians 
began to enact and reenact an idealized kind of Christian identity. Th e Greek topos 
also connotes both location and performance: around the same time as Egeria’s 
journey, the bishop and theologian Gregory of Nyssa composes a letter redolent 
with rhetorical fl ourishes (known as topoi, commonplaces) concerning the dan-
gers of seeking God in the holy places (topoi).

In this same period, as Egeria insinuated herself in hoc loco and Gregory fretted 
over his topoi, the Holy Land itself—particularly around the holy city of Jeru-
salem—became a literal site for the creation and mobilization of new Christian 
identities. In this section, the mobilization of Christianity is engaged from two 
complementary perspectives. First, Andrew Jacobs asks how we should under-
stand Jerusalem as a particular kind of destination in the age of the Melanias: How 
and why did so many Western Christians, seeking ascetic perfection, establish 
themselves in the Holy Land, and what do these serial migrations tell us about 
early Christian potentialities of power and personhood? Here, Christianity takes 
place on many spatial scales and in many diff erent places at once: in the broad 
scale of the Roman Empire, in the local, and to Western eyes exotic, space of the 
holy places, and also in the intimate spaces of the ascetic body.

Stephen Shoemaker then maps the Christianization of the holy city in fi ner 
detail, through the ritual inscription of the city. Th rough an exploration of a late 
ancient chantbook from Jerusalem, we see how the Jerusalem of the Melanias was 
overlaid with new sights and sounds that reveal (perhaps) a surprising fi gure hov-
ering over the liturgical life of Melanian Jerusalem: the Virgin Mary, taking center 
stage here long before her controversial rise to prominence aft er the Council of 
Ephesus in 431, the council that is usually credited with accelerating the rise of 
devotion to Mary throughout the empire. Th is Christian space of Jerusalem—the 
place that housed both Melania the Elder and Melania the Younger—here emerges 
as an experimental space, a place that resists fi xity, vibrating with possibility.
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LOST GENERATIONS

From the 360s through the 420s—a period roughly framed by the prominence of the 
two Melanias1—a small cadre of ascetically minded wealthy Christians migrated 
from Rome to Jerusalem.2 Scholars have viewed these migrant monks from diverse 
perspectives: as pilgrims, refugees, itinerant philosophers, cosmopolitan gadabouts.3 
In order to think more broadly about the role of place and space in the construction 
of imperial Christian piety, politics, wealth, and status, I compare these ascetic émi-
grés to another notable group of migrant virtuosi: the so-called Lost Generation of 
expatriate American writers and artists living in Paris aft er World War I.

Like our ascetic émigrés, the Lost Generation were almost immediately mytholo-
gized (indeed, they participated vigorously in their own hagiography),4 and within 
a very short time these artists abroad came to represent a new kind of postwar 
American.5 This mythological force emerged out of the deliberate tension produced 
between the center at home and the colonized periphery.6 Taking on the mantle of 
a lost generation, displaced but never out of place, these migrant virtuosi modeled a 
new paradigm for identity. In what follows I use the Lost Generation of Americans 
in Paris as a historical mirror in order to reflect back themes of empire, exile, and 
elitism that shape the space of the late ancient Christian empire of the Melanias.

LOST IN EMPIRE

Th e politics of empire frame both lost generations in distinctive but mutually 
illuminating fashion. Students of U.S. literature chronologically bookend the lost 
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generation in Paris within the political upheavals of the two world wars.7 Of 
course, Americans had been going to Paris before 1914 (as Christians had visited 
Aelia Capitolina before the 360s). In addition, only a very few of the artists who 
came to Paris in the 1920s had actually served in the war. In a broader sense, 
though, this American lost generation was liberated by the political displacements 
of war to seek fulfi llment abroad.8 Similarly, the geopolitical reorientations of the 
1930s and the dawn of a new world war foreclosed many of those possibilities.

Significant moments of political crisis also punctuate the ascetic migrations of 
the fourth and fifth centuries. The earliest Western settlers in the new Constan-
tinian Holy Land probably arrived in the 360s. Palladius in his Lausiac History 
recounts the monastic flight of Innocent, a former dignitary in the palace of the 
emperor Constantius (tōn epidoxōn en tōi palatiōi). Appalled by the fornications 
of his son Paul, an imperial guard (domestikon strateuomenon), Innocent, who 
was probably Italian,9 fled his secular life and settled on the Mount of Olives,10 
soon after Julian’s reign.11 Western ascetic resettlers continued to arrive, in fits and 
starts, through the early 400s.12 In the late 410s, Melania the Younger arrived, and 
with her, her chaste husband, Pinian, prompted to move (in part) by the barbarian 
invasions that penetrated to the Mediterranean Basin.13 Two moments of sharp 
political destabilization—the disastrous reign of Julian in the 360s and the barbar-
ian invasions of the 410s and 420s—frame our lost monastic generation.14 Geopo-
litical disturbances need not be sufficient to explain the migratory patterns of our 
protagonists; nonetheless, they provide crucial spatial and political context. These 
dislocations take place across vast spaces, marked by fissures that stretched across 
seas and continents; they inscribe these movements in imperial space.15

If the physical and ideological space of empire informs the chronologi-
cal bounds of our lost generations, so too, I contend, does it shape the thematic 
bounds. At the heart of the Lost Generation identity is a complex relationship 
between an imperial center—at once disavowed and recuperated—and a provin-
cial periphery, a locus of both generative creativity and stark disorientation. This 
split sense of dislocation and relocation is captured in Gertrude Stein’s famous 
declaration, delivered to a British audience in 1936: “America is my country and 
Paris is my hometown.”16 Here, the site of artistic renaissance is absorbed into the 
imperial center: to be an artist in Paris is to be an American—indeed, somehow, 
in America. Notably, Stein is often remembered as saying, “America is my country 
but Paris is my hometown,” or something similar, emphasizing the disjunction 
between imperial center and artistic periphery.17 Writers throughout the 1930s 
and following reaffirmed this doubled, split image of the generative, disjunctive 
Paris of the Lost Generation: a site of refuge and exile, of artistic nourishment and 
estrangement.18 Only by disavowing the imperial center and fleeing to the periph-
ery can the artist become a virtuoso; yet that new, virtuoso persona is always rein-
scribed as a new, idealized, imperial identity.19 Of course the particular global poli-
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tics of the early twentieth century, with its fragmentary nation-empires, cannot 
map precisely onto the sweeping imperialism of the Roman world. My point here, 
as throughout this chapter, is to use the twentieth century as a heuristic mirror: 
What can we learn looking back twice, as it were, about the imperial framings of 
individual ambitions?

EXILE AND EMPIRE:  DISAVOWALS 
AND RECL AMATIONS

Presumably a variety of motives both mundane and spiritual led Western ascetics 
to move to the East. Th e mythic texts of this Lost Generation, however—as also of 
their twentieth-century counterparts—developed a clear narrative of moral insuf-
fi ciency at the imperial center that inhibited the realization of a full ascetic life. 
According to her relative Paulinus,20 Melania the Elder strove to pursue a life of 
holiness in Rome aft er the deaths of her husband and two of her three sons.21 Her 
own relatives—tools of the “envious dragon,”22 Paulinus writes—tried to stand in 
her way. When Melania at least broke free, her liberation was both spiritual and 
geographic:23

Abandoning worldly life and her own country, she chose to bestow her spiritual gift  
at Jerusalem, and to dwell there as a foreigner from her body [“a corpore peregrina-
retur”]. She became an exile from her fellow citizens, but a citizen among the saints.23

Paulinus here condenses the rather long route that Melania took from Rome to 
Jerusalem in the interests of capturing a particular spatial relationship between 
center and “abroad.”24 Melania moves directly from Rome to a life of foreignness 
(peregrinatio), an exile (exsul) in Jerusalem. Writing about the Lost Generation of 
the 1920s, Donald Pizer captures the mythic mentality of the expatriate or self-
exiled state of mind: “Th e world one has been bred in is perceived to suff er from 
intolerable inadequacies and limitations; another world seems to be free of those 
failings and to off er a more fruitful way of life.”25 For the American artists of the 
postwar period (at least as they were remembered, or as they themselves recalled 
years later) the United States could not properly nourish their artistry: the 
restraints of prohibition, the stifl ing provincialism of the Red Scare, the wealthy 
merchant classes that prized capital over genius all worked against their artistic 
self-realization.26 Likewise, according to Paulinus, Melania must fl ee Rome in 
order to pursue a more fruitful life of renunciation in the Holy Land.

When the monastic biographer Palladius describes Melania’s return to the West, 
Rome and ascetic perfection are once more placed in tension. Melania arrived 
like a tidal wave of piety, instructing and converting relatives, “and led them out 
from Rome and brought them into the holy and calm harbor of life. And in this 
way she did battle against all those ‘beasts’ [pros pantas ethēriomachēse], that is, 



210    In the Holy Places

the senators and their wives, hindering her on account of the renunciation of the 
remaining households.”27 Bereft of its last saints, the city of Rome at last succumbs 
to “some barbarian hurricane.”28

Jerome paints a similar picture of the failure of the imperial center around the 
time of his own emigration from Rome. As Andrew Cain has detailed, Jerome’s 
successful sojourn in Rome, as an ascetic and scriptural maestro, took a steep 
downward turn in 384: his own controversial writings, the sudden death of Paula’s 
daughter Blesilla (following Jerome’s ascetic counsel),29 and finally the death of 
Jerome’s patron Bishop Damasus soured the ambitious monk on the capital city.30 
Sensing an imminent move, Jerome in a letter to Marcella from this period pon-
ders retirement from the bustling city to the restorative countryside, a pastoral 
trope adopted from Roman aristocratic writing.31

By the time he leaves the city of Rome, in 385, under the shadow of some inde-
terminate ecclesiastical condemnation,32 Jerome has moved from the language of 
aristocratic retreat to that of biblical condemnation. Rome has become a site of 
demonic and irreligious scandal, “always persecuting the holy.”33 Jerome begins to 
call Rome Babylon, from which he prays he may arrive at last “at Jerusalem once 
more.”34 He longs, he writes, to be “restored to my own country.” “I was stupid,” he 
laments, “when I wished to sing a song of the Lord in a strange land.”35 Rome is here 
the site of exile—the biblical Babylon from which Jerome returns to Zion—yet, in 
later years, he would remember it as both Babylon and a strange shadow Jerusalem, 
the home of the Senate of Pharisees who condemned him (like Jesus).36 Whether 
the home town rejecting its prophet or the site of alienation, the city of Rome con-
sistently resists ascetic perfection.37 As a doubled exile (in Rome and from Rome 
at once), Jerome embraces the role of scandalous expatriate “back home.”38 Once 
ensconced in Bethlehem, Jerome laments to those back in Rome the impossibility 
of their pursuing truly pious lives in the squalid, crowded, and impious capital, 
center of a falling world.39 Jerome’s pessimism about the ascetic possibilities of the 
imperial city are, of course, made only worse after the barbarian incursions of the 
early 400s.40

For Melania the Younger and Pinian, Rome—particularly as a site of familial and 
financial interests—symbolizes all that stands in the way of their ascetic dreams. In 
his chapter on Melania the Younger, Palladius reiterates the inherent opposition of 
Rome to ascetic pursuits, as Melania’s parents “by force” (biasamenoi) married her 
to “one of the first citizens of Rome.”41 Her marital ties are compounded by untold 
riches, and Palladius’s brief account of Melania’s disentanglement from Rome 
details both marital and financial renunciations.42 These renunciations are ampli-
fied in Gerontius’s later Life of Melania the Younger.43 Even after she has convinced 
Pinian that they should embrace chastity, the twin constraints of family and wealth 
keep them tied to their old lives.44 Finally, when Melania’s father dies, they are 
freed from parental constraint: right away “they left the great city of Rome.”45 As in 
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earlier accounts of the elder Melania, spiritual liberation and geographic departure 
from the city of Rome go hand in hand. After a long effort to divest themselves of 
their wealth (which, as Gerontius makes clear, is imperial in its scope),46 living 
first in the Italian suburbs and then in North Africa, “when they had renounced 
the whole burden of their riches, did they at last start out for Jerusalem.”47 “At last” 
(hysteron) in Jerusalem, they can truly practice asceticism.

THE ARTIST ABROAD

As the specifi c site from which these ascetic virtuosi must free themselves, the city 
of Rome remains central to the myth of renunciation. Th e spatial center therefore 
forms a site not just of rejection but also of deep affi  liation, a powerful site to be 
renounced, which can therefore never be forgotten. Precisely mirroring this split 
sense of alienation and affi  liation with the imperial center are the ways that the 
new home abroad is doubly understood. Th e Lost Generation of the 1920s found 
Paris uniquely suited to the nourishment of their artistic genius.48 At the same 
time, Paris never ceases to be for them a foreign space.49 Th ese divided spatial 
loyalties in an analogous manner inform the way that Jerusalem became confi g-
ured by these Western monastic immigrants in late antiquity.

Jerome vigorously championed the possibilities of ascetic advancement avail-
able to the hardy soul willing to relocate to the environs of Jerusalem.50 In a letter 
to Marcella from Paula and Eustochium preserved among Jerome’s letters—which 
many scholars presume was written by Jerome himself—the recent monastic 
transplants implore their friend to join them abroad: “As Judea is exalted [sub-
limior] above all other provinces, so is this city [Jerusalem] exalted above Judea.”51 
The language of the provinces highlights the distance from (and relation to) Rome, 
positing Jerusalem as a new Christian capital in distinctly Roman terms. Later on, 
the letter returns to the language of provincial identity:52

Certainly if some preeminent orator blames someone or other for having learned 
Greek letters at Lilybaeum instead of at Athens, and Latin not at Rome but in Sicily 
(because each and every province has its own certain way, but one can’t be equal to 
another), why should we suppose anyone could achieve the pinnacle of studies away 
from our own “Athens”?52

According to this analogy, the Christian must travel abroad (like a Roman learning 
Greek or a provincial learning Latin) in order to master Christianity. Th e spatial 
analogy wobbles a bit: Marcella is at once the foreigner who must study abroad 
and the native Christian coming home. Jerusalem is at once home (“our Athens”) 
and abroad, the foreign site where nativeness is mastered.53

Of course, seeking perfection in the Holy Land was not for everybody: only an 
ascetic elite whose souls already strove for perfection. Around 400, Jerome wrote 
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a eulogy for the Roman noblewoman Fabiola, who had given up a life of sin (she 
had remarried while her first husband was still alive) and embarked on a project of 
sacred beneficence. But “Rome was too narrow for her kindness,” as Jerome writes,54 
and so Fabiola sailed for Jerusalem to perfect her largess.55 But the sudden rumor of 
barbarian incursions, along with what Jerome refers to cryptically as “some dissen-
sion among us,”56 prompted Fabiola to return to Rome, her homeland (ad patriam). 
Jerome, by contrast, “was held firm by these Eastern habitations, and an age-old 
desire for the holy places.”57 The nourishing soil of the Holy Land is not for every 
Western ascetic: it is the abode of an ascetic elite, migrant virtuosi in training.58

The triumphs of the ascetic elites are also highlighted by the failure of other 
ascetic migrants in the Life of Melania the Younger. Gerontius describes “a certain 
noblewoman who ended her way of life abroad in the holy places [gynaikos hypa-
tou tinos en xeneteiai katalysasēi ton bion eis tous hagious topous],” whose name he 
mentioned at the offering of the Eucharist. Melania, incensed that he should name 
a heretic at the holy offering, rises on the spot and refuses Communion.59 Geron-
tius is coy on the identity of this “certain woman,”60 but the contrast between Mela-
nia the successful monk and the failed woman who came to seek a life of holiness 
abroad is clear enough to his readers. A similar near-miss ascetic migrant in the 
vita is Paula the Younger, the granddaughter of Jerome’s companion Paula, who 
became Melania the Younger’s monastic protégée: upon returning from a sojourn 
in Egypt, Melania visited with Paula and “brought her back to much humility from 
great vanity and a Roman disposition [Rhōmaïkou phronēmatos].”61

These virtuosi demonstrated their dedication, in part, by resisting the allure of 
home, by toughing it out in a space that was particularly conducive to their ascetic 
aspirations but, at the end of the day, also resolutely foreign. I have described else-
where Jerome’s particular doubled vision of the Christian Holy Land as native and 
foreign terrain.62 In his conflict with Rufinus, he mocks his erstwhile schoolmate 
for his rusty Latin while (implicitly) praising his own multilingualism.63 The impli-
cation here is that, of the two migrant monks, the one who has retained a sense of 
his cultural origins is the more successful ascetic émigré.64 According to Geron-
tius, Melania the Younger demonstrated a similar multilingual capacity, “code-
switching” with such ease between Latin and Greek that “when she read in Latin, 
it seemed to everyone that she did not know Greek, and, on the other hand, when 
she read in Greek, it was thought that she did not know Latin.”65 The bilingual 
facility of Jerome and Melania embodies perfectly their double-sitedness: ascetic 
virtuosi nourished by the foreign soil of the Holy Land, yet never fully detached 
from their Latin roots. The religious lives of Melania the Younger and Jerome 
reflected this doubledness as well. Jerome, living for decades abroad, preached in 
Latin.66 (We may also imagine that he made use of his Latin translations of Greek 
homilies for pastoral purposes.) According to John Rufus,67 Melania the Younger 
kept distinctly Roman liturgical customs that survived even beyond her death in 



The Lost Generation    213

the monasteries that she endowed on the Mount of Olives. Whether or not such 
claims are strictly accurate,68 they reflect an ongoing framing of the imperial ori-
gins of Melania and other ascetic émigrés. Gerontius refers to her even after her 
death as “Melania the Roman.”69

Scholars have noted for decades the logistical and metaphorical intertwining of 
ascetic migration and religious travel during this period.70 Jerome’s monastic set-
tlement probably functioned as a pilgrimage hostel, amplifying the foreignness of 
his monastic experience abroad.71 In one letter, he notes that “from India, Persia, 
Ethiopia daily we gaze upon crowds of monks.”72 These monks were also pilgrims, 
and not just in a spiritual sense but a very real, spatial sense. When Palladius writes 
of Melania that “she was a foreigner [xeniteusasa] for thirty-seven years,”73 it is 
unclear whether he means for that period of time she practiced asceticism or lived 
away from home—and, likely, the distinction made little sense to Palladius.74 For 
this generation of ascetic virtuosi, the foreignness of the monastic call could be 
fully embodied and realized in the Holy Land, that site of peregrinatio and xeniteia 
that was also “our Athens,” the one place in the world most perfectly adapted to 
engender Christian virtue.

A NEW SELF EMERGES

Th e mythology of the lost generation of migrant monks in the fi ft h century placed 
its ascetic heroes in a spatial tension: at home when abroad but always the most 
fully realized examples of a Roman Christian virtue. No surprise, then, that our 
narratives of ascetic migrations in the Th eodosian age so oft en portray the impact 
of these ascetic virtuosi back home. We have already seen Palladius’s account of 
Melania the Elder’s brief and tumultuous return to Rome. Paulinus also contrasts 
Melania’s sanctity with her decidedly nonascetic “silk-clad children and grandchil-
dren” who come to meet her. In Paulinus’s telling, though, the contrast is more 
pedagogical than apocalyptic:75

Up to now the daughter of Zion has possessed her, and longs for her; but now the 
daughter of Babylon possesses and admires her. For now even Rome herself in the 
greater number of her population is the daughter of Zion rather than of Babylon. So 
Rome admires Melania, as she dwells in the shadow of humility and the light of truth.75

Th e brilliant shadow cast by Melania materially transforms Babylon. Again, we 
note the wobbly analogy between home and exile and Zion and Babylon, made 
even hazier by the transformation of Rome from Babylon to Zion. Jerome, in his 
eulogy for Paula, also emphasizes how—even aft er death—her example in Bethle-
hem has made her famous in Rome.76

Melania the Younger does not return home to the city of Rome, not even as a 
ghostly image of perfection like Paula, but does nonetheless model her new piety 
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in an imperial capital in the Life of Melania the Younger. After Pinian’s death and 
the construction of a new monastery, Melania received letters from her uncle 
Volusian, “ex-prefect of greater Rome [tēs megalēs Rhōmēs].”77 Volusian, now in 
Constantinople, was still a pagan, and Melania yearned to convert him.78 Her trip 
from Jerusalem to Constantinople moves like an imperial triumph across a newly 
Christianized empire.79

In Constantinople she finds a stubborn pagan uncle and Christian nobles 
hoodwinked by Nestorian heresy. The shining light of her piety works against both 
these blights in the new capital.80 Heretical influences are banished, and Volusian 
is converted. Volusian’s conversion signals the full Christianization of New Rome, 
which Melania’s concluding prayer configures in clear spatial terms: “How great is 
[the Lord’s] concern for even one soul, that in his goodness he arranged for Volu-
sian to come from Rome and moved us to come from Jerusalem.”81 Constantinople 
is the in-between space in which Rome comes to enjoy the bright light of piety 
acquired by the ascetic virtuoso in the Holy Land.82

The interplay between these multiple spaces—imperial center, provincial 
periphery—in the production of Christian Romanness shows us that the identity 
forged abroad is not a unitary identity, a new Christian self that will seamlessly 
move us from the old world to the new. The spatialized narrative of the lost genera-
tion is a narrative of division and separation, of a split self that is at home neither 
in the center nor abroad. I do not think this split self, mapped across diverse and 
fractured terrains, is necessarily a Christian innovation; indeed, as I have argued 
elsewhere, Roman imperial power was always, in some respects, split against itself 
and its others.83

C ONCLUSIONS:  A LOST GENERATION FOUND

Th e spatial narrative that I have been tracing—between Rome and Jerusalem—is 
also not the only spatial narrative of ascetic perfection in late antiquity. We must 
place this particular spatialized vision alongside the myth of the desert,84 the 
closed fountain of the women’s cloister,85 even the bishop’s household:86 all ideal-
ized, asceticized Christian spaces in late antiquity. What I have attempted to do 
here, through the historical intertext of the Lost Generation, is highlight the par-
ticular imperializing eff ects of one of these narratives. Th e positing of a special 
place outside the imperial center creates a vantage point from which a select few—
an ascetic elite—might critique the values of the center. As we have seen, the pos-
sibilities for personhood that arise out of this spatially split matrix are also split 
and divided. Little surprise, then, that out of this space of critique arise new pos-
sibilities of personhood in the Christian Roman Empire: gender, class, status, and 
even the boundaries of the human body are called into question in this space of 
ascetic virtuosity in the Holy Land.87
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Comparison with the Lost Generation in Paris also allows us to raise the very 
question of generationality. Reframing national identity through rhetoric of a gen-
eration gave to the Lost Generation in Paris a chronological as well as a spatial 
component.88 Not only is the space abroad set apart (geographically, artistically, and 
morally) from the imperial center, but it is explicitly a site for youthful regeneration. 
Yet that young generation, thinking new thoughts and dreaming new dreams, will 
one day (soon) also be the old guard awaiting displacement by a new generation.

This rhetoric of generationality is useful in thinking about this influential cadre 
of ascetic émigrés, as well. As sociologists have been pointing out since the 1920s, 
the notion of a generation has little to do with actual demographic progression. 
(Otherwise, of course, it makes little sense to speak of Melania the Elder and 
Melania the Younger as members of the same generation.) Generations emerge 
as markers, spaces of cultural, political, and social innovation. When we think of 
Christians in the Roman Empire before and after this lost generation of ascetic 
migrants, it is clear they also mark a watershed: not merely the imperialization of 
Christianity (and the Christianization of empire) but new ways of thinking about 
bodies, status, and hierarchy emerge on the other side.89 In our textbook surveys 
of the fourth and the early fifth century we routinely call this period the post-
Constantinian era. When we think of the transformations of personhood engen-
dered—in part—by a small group of ascetic virtuosi seeking new ways of being on 
the fringes of empire, we may also begin thinking of it as the age of the Melanias.
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As the Christianization of civic life rapidly transformed the Roman Empire of the 
fourth and fi ft h centuries, one of the most eff ective means by which Christianity 
came to inhabit the empire’s cities was through the development of public liturgy.1 
Ritual practices that had once been held in private, oft en in the homes of individ-
ual Christians, now emerged into the public sphere, not only in the many new 
churches that began to spring up but even in the streets of the city itself, with the 
establishment of stational and processional liturgies. Memories of the apostles and 
saints were also inscribed onto the urban landscape, as shrines and pilgrimage 
presented another means of Christianizing this space. Perhaps nowhere are all 
these elements on better display than in Jerusalem during the lifetimes of Melania 
the Elder and Melania the Younger, both of whom played active roles in shaping 
Jerusalem’s Christian topography. Indeed, the Life of Melania the Younger is an 
especially important source for understanding the early history of the Jerusalem 
liturgies, and this same Melania was herself actively involved in promoting the 
veneration of St. Stephen’s relics, both topics that Eliziabeth Clark has illuminated 
for us in the course of her expansive career.2 Yet the choice to focus on Jerusalem 
in this regard is not governed entirely by the two Melanias’ residence there. Rather, 
Jerusalem off ers an unrivaled test case for investigating the development of Chris-
tian liturgies in late antiquity, inasmuch as our sources for the Jerusalem liturgy 
are extremely rich in comparison with other urban centers, and Jerusalem seems 
to have “acted as a crossroads for a number of liturgical traditions.” Th e fact 
that the early Jerusalem liturgy was highly infl uential in the development of 
later Byzantine liturgy during the early Middle Ages only serves to heighten its 
signifi cance.3
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Jerusalem was of course a major site of pilgrimage in late antiquity, a topic 
that has been well explored in recent decades. Likewise, the Jerusalem calendar 
and its daily, weekly, and stational liturgies have also been studied in some detail. 
Yet remarkable new evidence is beginning to emerge regarding the hymnography 
of the Jerusalem services during the late fourth and the fifth century from the 
recently published Jerusalem Georgian Chantbook (iadgari/tropologion). Through 
this invaluable new source, which will be the primary focus of this chapter, we gain 
unprecedented knowledge of the songs that filled the soundscape of late antiq-
uity’s churches. While liturgists and musicologists have already begun to draw 
important conclusions from this chantbook regarding the structure and format 
of Jerusalem’s public liturgies in late antiquity, I here wish to explore what these 
hymns may reveal about the development of early Christian piety. In particular, 
the Sunday hymns from the Jerusalem Chantbook show that by the later fourth 
and the early fifth century devotion to the Virgin and her intercessions was already 
embedded in the regular public worship of Jerusalem’s churches. The persistence 
of this motif across Jerusalem’s hymnography offers surprisingly early evidence of 
Marian veneration, which seems to have reached a rather advanced state in the 
Holy City well in advance of the events of the Third Council (431).

THE JERUSALEM LITURGY IN THE AGE 
OF THE MEL ANIAS

Of course, Jerusalem’s early pilgrims off er some of the best-known accounts of its 
public ceremonies, and of all these visitors from abroad none can match the depth 
with which Egeria recounts her experience of the Jerusalem liturgy during her 
three-year stay between 381 and 384.4 Egeria gives a brief account of the daily 
offi  ces, and she remains our best source for these practices during the period in 
question. Th e daily cycle begins and ends in darkness with matins and vespers, 
and two additional services intervene, one at midday (sext) and another in the 
aft ernoon (nones). Th ere is, it would seem, also an additional observance of tierce 
during Lent and a special matins service for Sunday.5 Of particular interest is that 
these observances seem not to have involved readings from the scriptures but 
focused instead on praise and intercession. Readings from the scriptures entered 
into the daily offi  ce, it would appear, only through the Jerusalemite practice of 
reading appointed lections at the various sacred sites through the practice of sta-
tional liturgy, about which more will be said below.6

Egeria also describes the weekly Sunday services, which, she notes, were con-
ducted according to a pattern that is “everywhere the custom on the Lord’s Day,” 
with the exception that in Jerusalem all the presbyters are allowed to preach.7 Here 
we also have important supplementary information from Cyril of Jerusalem’s 
Mystagogical Catecheses, which has engendered much discussion concerning the 
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nature of the Eucharistic prayers in this era.8 On the whole, it would appear that in 
the Melanias’ Jerusalem this most solemn moment of the liturgy was still evolving 
in terms of content, and the Anaphora seems to have reached a standard format 
only during the early fifth century.9 Nevertheless, the basic structure of the Eucha-
rist is otherwise fairly clear, largely following a pattern witnessed already in Justin 
Martyr’s First Apology.10 The Eucharistic celebration began with the Liturgy of the 
Word, which included readings from the scriptures, preaching, and intercessory 
prayers, a program witnessed even more clearly in the Jerusalem Armenian Lec-
tionary from the early fifth century.11 Cyril’s fifth Mystagogical Catechesis addition-
ally describes a hand-washing ceremony immediately preceding the mysteries of 
the Eucharist that would follow in the Liturgy of the Faithful, a practice confirmed 
by later sources from the sixth and seventh centuries.12 Following the prayers of 
consecration, Cyril relates that the congregation recited the Lord’s Prayer, after 
which the priest invited the congregants to receive the Eucharistic elements, con-
cluding then with prayers and a dismissal.13 On the whole, it is a pattern still recog-
nizable today in Christian communities that maintain a more traditional pattern 
of worship. At the time of Egeria’s visit, the Eucharist was celebrated not only on 
Sundays in Jerusalem, but also on Wednesdays and Fridays and possibly Satur-
days as well, except during Lent, when the Eucharist was reserved for Sundays 
alone. Nevertheless, these weekday liturgies were soon discontinued in the early 
fifth century, in accordance with the fourth-century Council of Laodicea (363/4), 
which forbids the celebration of the Eucharist on fasting days.14

The observance of Lent introduces one of the most distinctive and important 
aspects of the Jerusalem liturgy in the late fourth and early fifth century, namely 
the observance of a liturgical calendar and the related practice of stational wor-
ship and processions. Jerusalem’s introduction of a Christian calendar is, as John 
Baldovin observes, “the most significant contribution of the liturgy in Jerusalem” 
to both the Christian East and the West.15 In particular, the Jerusalem calendar 
was responsible for the introduction and diffusion of a number major Christian 
feasts, including, for example, the observance of the Dormition and Assumption 
on 15 August, the Exaltation of the Holy Cross on 14 September, and the Presenta-
tion of the Virgin on 21 November.16 Of these three feasts, only the second is men-
tioned by Egeria, who at the end of her account notes this annual celebration of the 
Church of Golgatha’s dedication, its Encainia. This feast, which commemorated 
the discovery of the True Cross, was according to Egeria equal in importance even 
to Epiphany and Easter.17 Egeria fails to mention the 15 August Feast of the Virgin 
Mary, although it appears in the early fifth-century Armenian Lectionary, not yet 
as a commemoration of the Dormition but instead as a feast celebrating Mary’s 
Divine Maternity.18 Egeria’s silence, however, offers no guarantee that this Marian 
feast was not observed during the late fourth century, inasmuch as her account is 
highly selective and does not offer a complete liturgical calendar, instead focus-
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ing only on certain major feasts. The Armenian Lectionary indicates twenty-six 
special feasts that were observed during the year, and their absence from Egeria’s 
description seemingly reflects her focus primarily on dominical feasts rather than 
sanctoral commemorations, as others have noted. Presumably, many if not most 
of the Armenian Lectionary’s observances were already in place during Egeria’s 
visit.19 As for the Presentation of the Virgin, this is a more recent feast that origi-
nated from the dedication of the sixth-century Nea Church in Jerusalem. It first 
appears in the Jerusalem Georgian Lectionary, which represents the Jerusalem 
calendar as it developed in the period between the mid-fifth and the early seventh 
century. This Georgian Lectionary reflects a considerable expansion of the hagi-
opolite liturgy during this period, so that nearly every day of the year was marked 
by a liturgical commemoration, providing an important paradigm for the many 
other liturgical calendars that would follow.20

Egeria’s focus, however, lies squarely on the observances of Epiphany, Lent, 
Holy Week, and Easter, so that she is largely silent concerning other aspects of the 
liturgical year. At the time of her visit, the church year began with Epiphany on 
6 January, which in Jerusalem held the observance of the Nativity, rather than 25 
December. At the time, this was no local aberration, and there is widespread evi-
dence for the celebration of Christmas on 6 January in early Christianity, reaching 
as far back as Clement of Alexandria.21 Indeed, it was only in the middle of the sixth 
century, with strong imperial pressure coming from the emperor Justinian him-
self, that the date of Christmas was finally moved from 6 January to 25 December 
in Jerusalem, and to the present day in the Armenian Church, Christmas contin-
ues to be observed on 6 January, following this ancient custom.22 The Life of Mela-
nia the Younger, however, informs us that she celebrated the Nativity in Bethlehem 
on 25 December 439, which some scholars have adduced as evidence that the date 
of Jerusalem’s Christmas celebration already had shifted by this time.23 Neverthe-
less, it seems much more likely that this difference reflects the fact that, as Charles 
(Athanase) Renoux notes, Melania did not follow the Jerusalem rite strictly in her 
foundations but instead observed many Roman practices, including the date of 
Christmas, as one might expect of this Italian aristocrat abroad, whose status as 
émigrée in Jerusalem was thoughtfully explored in the preceding chapter.24

One of the most intriguing aspects of the three main festivals that Egeria 
describes, Epiphany, Easter, and Encainia, is that all three were celebrated over 
eight days at a variety of liturgical stations scattered across the Holy City and 
in its immediate vicinity.25 Although her account is again highly selective and 
incomplete, it is invaluable as the earliest witness to this emerging practice of the 
Jerusalem church, which brought Christianity out into the streets and the sur-
roundings of the city. Not surprisingly, these liturgical octaves had the complex of 
churches at Golgatha and the Holy Sepulcher as their focus, making forays during 
the week to Sion, the Mount of Olives, Bethany, and, in later years, to the Church 
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of St. Stephen. The feast of Epiphany, as might be expected, began with a proces-
sion to Bethlehem, a vigil there, followed by a procession back to Jerusalem on the 
morning of the feast. In the more complete picture offered by the Armenian Lec-
tionary, we find a year filled with liturgical activities scattered throughout the city, 
and its additional feasts lead to new stations at Bethpage, at the second mile from 
Bethlehem, at Anatoth, and even as far afield as Kiriath Jearim for the feast of the 
Ark of the Covenant.26 In this way the Christians of late ancient Jerusalem took full 
advantage of their uniquely consecrated terrain, fusing feast with place through 
ritual commemoration. These were truly movable feasts of a slightly different sort, 
and through their processions between the city’s major shrines and beyond to 
more remote stations in Bethany and Bethlehem, they visibly wove the Christian 
faith into the fabric of Jerusalem’s urban landscape. These stational movements 
and memorials make up one of the most distinctive qualities of the early Jerusalem 
liturgy, and although there is limited evidence for similar practices elsewhere—in 
Rome and in Constantinople, for instance27—nowhere else is the public worship of 
a late ancient city on such rich display.

THE JERUSALEM GEORGIAN CHANTB O OK AND THE 
HYMNO GRAPHY OF L ATE ANCIENT JERUSALEM

Of course, this general outline of the early Jerusalem liturgy is by now fairly well 
known and indeed has been since the discovery of Egeria’s travelogue at the end of 
the nineteenth century. Publication of the Jerusalem Armenian and Georgian lec-
tionaries roughly a half-century ago subsequently enabled us to fi ll in many of the 
gaps in Egeria’s account and to trace the development of the Jerusalem liturgies 
into the early Islamic period as it expanded to include even more feasts and sta-
tions. Nevertheless, the recent publication of the Jerusalem Georgian Chantbook 
off ers a new and largely unexploited resource for further reconstruction of wor-
ship in late ancient Jerusalem, giving us for the fi rst time some sense of the sounds 
that fi lled its places of worship. Egeria, for instance, mentions the singing of hymns 
and antiphons over one hundred times, and here we fi nd hymns for virtually every 
service in the Jerusalem rite, although sadly their tunes remain lost to the ages. It 
is true that the Armenian Lectionary preserves the early psalmody of Jerusalem, 
and the Life of Melania the Younger occasionally refers to the singing of psalms at 
the daily offi  ce and chanting, although there is no mention of any hymns.28 Never-
theless, the liturgies described in the Life of Melania refl ect monastic practices, 
which already by this time had begun to develop according to a diff erent pattern 
from the public liturgies that one would have found in the churches of Jerusalem.29 
From a slightly later period, the Georgian Lectionary regularly provides incipits 
for the hymns to be sung at various feasts,30 but this earliest Christian hymnal 
remains unequaled for its witness to the music of the late ancient church. Its pages 
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reveal a rich corpus of sophisticated theological poetry steeped in biblical allu-
sions, such that, as Peter Jeff ery observes, “the importance of this material for the 
history of Christian hymnody and theology . . . cannot be overstated.”31

Yet even though a critical edition of the chantbook was published now over 
thirty years ago, its songs and its liturgical calendar have remained largely ignored 
by all but a handful of liturgists and musicologists. No doubt this neglect is largely 
a consequence of the fact that this massive collection of hymns survives only in 
Old Georgian, a difficult and obscure language known by few scholars of late 
antiquity. Compounding this problem is the publication of the edition in Georgia 
late in the Soviet period, so that there are few exemplars available in the West.32 
Moreover, the edition itself is somewhat unwieldy, running to more than five hun-
dred and fifty pages in length and including another four hundred pages of studies 
and indices. The critical text is also somewhat problematic, inasmuch as it is a 
composite of several rather different manuscripts, not all of which, it seems, reflect 
the same liturgical context: some manuscripts preserve more archaic forms than 
others, and at least one witnesses to the monastic liturgies of Deir Mar Saba in the 
Judean Desert rather than to the urban rite of late ancient Jerusalem. As they are 
presented in the critical edition, it requires some effort to distinguish the contents 
of one manuscript from the others, making it difficult to reconstruct the individual 
hymns and to understand the history of the collection.

The Jerusalem Georgian Chantbook survives in two major recensions, one of 
them clearly older than the other, and at present only this earlier version has been 
edited. As for the more recent version, it has now been discovered in the Greek 
original among the new finds in the collection of Mount Sinai, and we may hope 
that before long someone will undertake an edition of this important liturgical 
manuscript from the eighth or the ninth century.33 Nevertheless, for the earliest 
hymnography of Jerusalem and, indeed, of Christianity in general, we remain 
dependent on this earlier version of the chantbook, which presently survives only 
in Old Georgian translation. As a collection, this older recension of the Jerusalem 
Chantbook seemingly dates to before the beginning of the seventh century at the 
latest, but many of its various components can be dated somewhat earlier. The 
newer version of the chantbook is distinguished from the older particularly by its 
inclusion of newer materials, and these added hymns, as Stig Frøyshov explains, 
locate the point of transition from the old chantbook to the new in the early sev-
enth century.34 Hélène Métrévéli similarly concludes on the basis of these two col-
lections that the older version of the chantbook was translated from Greek into 
Georgian sometime toward the end of the sixth or at the beginning of the seventh 
century, a position also shared by most other specialists on early Georgian liturgi-
cal materials.35 Accordingly, the hymns of the collection must be even earlier.

The earlier Georgian Chantbook itself consists of three major parts. The 
largest section provides hymns for the evening office, the morning office, and the 
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Eucharist—in that order—for each of the year’s liturgical feasts, following the order 
of the liturgical calendar.36 Yet the calendar that governs the organization of this 
section begins not with the Nativity, as one would expect, but instead with the 
Annunciation. As Jeffery explains, this feature reflects a more primitive practice 
of observing the feast of the Annunciation during Advent, which was relatively 
common during the fifth century. Nevertheless, the observance of the Annuncia-
tion on 25 March and the related placement of the Nativity on 25 December reflect 
Justinian’s orders that Jerusalem’s calendar should conform to the imperial standard 
in this regard. Thus, Jeffery concludes, the older chantbook’s calendar “appears to 
straddle the reorganization of the Christmas cycle,” which would date the calendar 
to the mid-sixth century and, presumably, most of its hymns even earlier.37 A simi-
lar calendar also is present in the early Georgian homiliaries, which scholars have 
dated to the fifth or sixth century, offering important confirmation of this date.38

A short collection of hymns follows this major festal cycle, providing what Jef-
fery describes as supplementary troparia for the major feasts, and again these are 
arranged according to the liturgical calendar, but without any indication of where 
the hymns were to be used in the liturgy.39 After this brief interlude, the edition 
then continues with another major section devoted to the hymns appointed for 
ordinary Sundays, entitled the Hymns of the Resurrection, since this topic was the 
primary focus of the Sunday service.40 In the various manuscripts, this collection 
appears sometimes before and sometimes after the festal calendar and its hymns, 
leading Jeffery to conclude that these Sunday hymns were a more recent collec-
tion, most likely from the eighth century, that had been added as an appendix 
to the older collection of proper chants for the yearly feasts.41 Nevertheless, these 
hymns of the Sunday service have since been studied in some detail, and over the 
last fifteen years their contents have been increasingly brought to light, largely 
through the remarkable industry of Charles Renoux, who recently has completed 
a multivolume translation and study of the entire corpus according to each of its 
manuscripts.42 Not only has Renoux made this invaluable collection of hymns 
more widely accessible through their translation in French, but his analysis of the 
hymns and the structure of the chantbook’s services has persuasively identified 
the bulk of the hymns as compositions from the fourth and the early fifth cen-
tury. Thus we now have available in these Hymns of the Resurrection a remarkable 
and unparalleled compendium of Christian hymns from late ancient Jerusalem, 
revealing for the first time the songs of early Christian worship, presumably as 
they were sung at the Sunday services of the Melanias’ Jerusalem.

As Frøyshov notes, Jeffery’s late dating for this collection of Sunday hymns can-
not be correct, since they are part of the old version of the chantbook. Inasmuch as 
this early version was replaced by a newer version during the early seventh century, 
an update that included a new collection of hymns for the Sunday services, this 
older Sunday hymnal must be earlier than the beginning of the seventh century.43 
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Frøyshov accordingly dates the collection itself to the sixth century, although cer-
tain structural elements appear to date a little earlier, to the fourth or fifth century.44 
The hymns themselves, however, are another matter. One assumes that they were 
not newly composed for this sixth-century codification, but that rather the bulk of 
the hymns are almost certainly older than the collection itself. The only question 
then is, How much older? Here the work of Renoux in particular is invaluable, 
and his analysis of the hymns has persuasively determined that on the whole they 
appear to belong to the fourth and the fifth century. Moreover, the weight of his 
arguments strongly favors their composition before the middle of the fifth century. 
Renoux convincingly draws a number of parallels to liturgical practices from the 
later fourth century, to the writings of Cyril and Hesychius of Jerusalem, and gener-
ally to the theology of the fourth century. By contrast the issues of Chalcedon and 
other more recent developments seem notably absent from the hymns. The pres-
ence of many of the same hymns in the Armenian hymnography likewise points 
to an early date for these compositions.45 Thus, although it is difficult to be certain 
that every one of the chantbook’s Sunday songs belongs to this period, we may take 
some confidence that the greater part of its hymns are from the fourth and the early 
fifth century, affording us an unparalleled window into the liturgical chant and the 
hymnography of public worship in late ancient Christianity.

Renoux’s decision to extract the individual manuscripts from the critical 
edition by translating each one separately may seem like an unnecessary mul-
tiplication of labor, but in light of their different qualities and contexts, such a 
presentation makes the material much more accessible to scholars. Of the seven 
manuscripts preserving the Old Jerusalem Chantbook, one is lacking all but a 
small portion of the Resurrection hymns, but since this particular manuscript 
seems to reflect monastic usage, it is of only limited value for reconstructing the 
ceremonies of Jerusalem’s churches.46 The remaining six manuscripts all reflect to 
different degrees the Sunday worship of the Jerusalem Cathedral rite, with some 
corresponding more directly than others to the actual usage. For instance, several 
of the manuscripts appear to be more or less anthologies whose compilers have 
sought to collect as much of Jerusalem’s early hymnody as possible without regard 
to actual liturgical usage, adding additional strophes that perhaps have been taken 
from different exemplars, or alternatively leaving some out. Of the different manu-
scripts, Renoux concludes that one, Sinai Georgian 18, is the closest to the actual 
liturgical practice of late ancient Jerusalem, and accordingly his translation of this 
manuscript offers an important basis for the study of liturgical chant and poetry 
during this period. With these hymns we come as close as we possibly may (bar-
ring the discovery of the Greek original) to the music of the Sunday services in the 
Church of the Anastasis during the late fourth and the early fifth century.47

Among the most remarkable features of this collection is its organization 
according to a program of eight musical tones, which were used in a regular, 
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repeating sequence for the music of the Sunday services during the period between 
Pentecost and Lent. This structure, known as the Oktoechos, still governs the prac-
tice of liturgical chant in the Eastern Orthodox, Armenian Orthodox, and Syrian 
Orthodox churches today, and it was also an important feature of the Western lit-
urgies in the Middle Ages. Perhaps for this reason, the octotonal structure of these 
Sunday hymns has so far been the predominant focus of scholarship on the Jeru-
salem Georgian Chantbook. For each of the eight tones, or modes, or melodies, 
as they are also sometimes called, the chantbook provides a complete sequence of 
hymns for the services of vespers, matins, and the liturgy, in that order. Although 
the specific musical elements of these ancient eight tones are unfortunately lost, 
judging from more recent medieval evidence it would appear that each tone was 
characterized by a distinctive modality as well as by certain recurring melodic 
elements—motifs, melodic formulas, and melodic types—that together define a 
particular tone.48

The origins of this popular musical system have long posed something of a 
mystery, but this early chantbook now appears to confirm its derivation from the 
public liturgies of late ancient Jerusalem. Earlier scholarship, following the work 
of Anton Baumstark, long looked to Syria and the so-called Oktoechos of Severus 
of Antioch as the source of the widespread practice of using eight successive tones 
to sing the liturgy. Nevertheless, more recent scholarship has shown that this col-
lection is a later production, and the roots of the Oktoechos structure are instead 
to be found in late ancient Palestine.49 It is not entirely clear, however, when the 
Jerusalem liturgies introduced this modal sequence: even if its hymns seemingly 
belong to the fourth and the fifth century, this in itself offers no guarantee that 
their arrangement according to an Oktoechos is equally ancient. Aelred Cody and 
Jeffery accordingly suggested that the octotonal system first arose in Palestine only 
during the eighth century (although Cody did not know the Georgian Chant-
book).50 Nevertheless, Frøyshov has convincingly established the existence of this 
practice of using the eight tones to sing the liturgy by the sixth century at the lat-
est, and he argues somewhat more speculatively but persuasively that Jerusalem’s 
public liturgies had begun to use an eight-mode liturgical system already during 
the fifth century, and possibly even by the later fourth century.51

MARIAN VENERATION IN THE HYMNS OF 
THE JERUSALEM CHANTB O OK

One notable diff erence, however, between the Sunday Oktoechos of the ancient 
Jerusalem Chantbook and the traditional Byzantine Oktoechos is the latter’s regu-
lar inclusion of Th eotokia. Th ese hymns in praise of the Virgin Mary regularly 
appear in the Byzantine Oktoechos as the ninth ode of the canon for matins, a 
practice that was introduced, according to tradition, by John of Damascus in the 
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eighth century.52 Yet although the Jerusalem Georgian Chantbook lacks this par-
ticular liturgical feature, its hymns nonetheless reveal unmistakably that Marian 
piety and belief in the effi  cacy of her intercessions had already established them-
selves prominently in late ancient worship and hymnography, at least in late fourth 
and early fi ft h-century Jerusalem. Th e chantbook’s hymns off er particularly early 
evidence of devotion to the Virgin and prayers for her intercessions, and accord-
ingly these hymns appear to off er one of the richest and most overlooked sources 
for exploring the beginnings of Marian piety.

There is, however, some variation in the level of Marian devotion witnessed in 
the different manuscripts of the early chantbook. In fact, one of the most impor-
tant differences among the manuscripts is the presence in four of a collection of 
Praises of the Holy Theotokos, a remarkable corpus in its own right that surely 
is the oldest surviving compilation of Marian hymns. These hymns to the Virgin 
appear at the end of the matins service for each of the eight tones, and they vary 
in length from thirty to one hundred and fifty lines, with an average of about fifty 
lines and variant strophes in some of the manuscripts.53 Renoux counts a total of 
fifty-four strophes in MS Sinai Georg 41, which has best preserved the hymns, and 
he further notes that a significant number of these strophes appear in different 
contexts in the five other manuscripts.54 Partly on this basis, Renoux concludes 
that these hymns were not part of the actual matins service, but that rather they 
reflect a regrouping by early redactors who found the space at the end of matins 
and before the beginning of the liturgy a convenient place for gathering together 
hymns to the Virgin for each tone, so that they could easily be found. As Métrévéli 
and Jeffery similarly suggest, these Marian hymns appear to represent collections 
of Theotokia for each mode, from which one could pick and choose on a given 
occasion.55

Collectively this element of the chantbook preserves a fairly sizable corpus of 
Marian hymnography, which affords some of the earliest liturgical evidence for 
devotion to the Virgin in the regular weekly services. There is of course some 
question regarding the date of this material, particularly inasmuch as this collec-
tion of hymns is lacking in two of the most important manuscripts of the early 
Oktoechos. Clearly these hymns were composed before the sixth century at the 
latest, since, like the rest of the ancient chantbook, they antedate its replacement 
by the newer version of the chantbook in the early seventh century. Nevertheless, 
Renoux’s analysis of the content of these hymns finds them likely to be even earlier. 
In their theology and imagery of the Virgin’s role in the economy of salvation they 
are broadly reflective of fifth-century Christianity, finding parallels particularly 
in Hesychius of Jerusalem (d. ca. 451) and other writers of the same period, as 
Renoux frequently indicates in the abundant notes that accompany his transla-
tions.56 Indeed, one of the more striking parallels is the final strophe of a hymn that 
corresponds remarkably with a passage from the opening of Proclus’s First Homily 
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on the Theotokos,57 a coincidence that Renoux attributes to the well-known fact 
that Proclus often borrowed from existing hymns in composing his homilies.58

There is, however, a single strophe that shows influence from the Chalcedonian 
definition, making a brief reference to the unity of Christ’s two natures without 
confusion.59 On the basis of this isolated passage, Renoux suggests that perhaps 
these hymns to the Virgin originated only after the Fourth Council (451), leading 
him to the more general conclusion that the hymns were composed within the 
context of fifth-century Marian theology.60 Nevertheless, the exceptional nature of 
this single reference to Chalcedon certainly raises the possibility that the passage 
is a late addition to a corpus of hymns that, like the rest of the chantbook’s hymns, 
otherwise had formed before the middle of the fifth century and possibly even ear-
lier, during the fourth. There is certainly little question that many of these Marian 
hymns, including especially the strophe adopted by Proclus, likely belong to the 
pre-Ephesian period, although it is unfortunately difficult to be more specific. And 
given the notable absence of the issues and terminology arising from the Council 
of Chalcedon (451) in these hymns (with the exception of this one passage), the 
arguments advanced by Leena Mari Peltomaa for dating the Akathist hymn to the 
period before Chalcedon would seem to apply equally if not even more to this 
early collection of Marian hymnography.61 Thus it would appear that we have in 
these Praises of the Holy Theotokos from the early chantbook a sizable collection 
of hymns to the Virgin that is at least as old as the Akathist and quite possibly even 
earlier.

Nevertheless, as important as this remarkable collection of hymns to the Virgin 
is for understanding the early history of Marian devotion, they are by no means 
the limit of the chantbook’s witness to a relatively advanced Marian piety already 
embedded within the hymnography of Sunday worship. There are in fact repeated 
acclamations to the Virgin and pleas for her intercessions scattered across the 
hymns of the Oktoechos.62 This is true in all the manuscripts, and these praises 
and invocations of the Theotokos are so diffuse and interwoven with the rest of 
the hymnography that there can be little question that they form an integral part 
of the ancient Sunday hymnal rather than a more recent addition. Like the rest of 
these hymns, then, the chantbook’s exaltations and petitions to Virgin most likely 
date to the fourth and fifth centuries, and on the basis of Renoux’s arguments, it 
seems clear that the late fourth and the early fifth century offer more favorable 
circumstances for the composition of these hymns than the earlier or later decades 
of that period. And once again, the absence of the themes and terminology issuing 
from the Fourth Council (451) in the Sunday hymns of the chantbook suggests 
their composition before the middle of the fifth century.63

Thus we have in the Oktoechos of the Jerusalem Georgian Chantbook some 
surprisingly early evidence of fairly advanced Marian devotion at the heart of the 
Holy City’s public liturgies. Not only is there emphasis on Mary’s Divine Mater-
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nity and praises of her unsurpassed holiness and purity, as one may expect from 
such an early source, but there is also ample evidence of prayers for her interces-
sions and belief in the unequaled efficacy of Mary’s supplications with her son, a 
sign that veneration of the Virgin was already by this time beginning to assume 
its unique position within the emerging cult of the saints.64 The fact that many 
of these same hymns and their repeated invocations of Mary’s intercession also 
appear in the early Armenian hymnography again offers strong confirmation that 
this theme was already prominent in the Jerusalem liturgies before the early fifth 
century, at which time much of the Jerusalemite rite, including its early lection-
ary, was adopted by the Armenian church.65 Moreover, as Renoux additionally 
notes, the titles assigned to the Virgin in the hymns of the Oktoechos are “sober 
and classical,” in contrast to what he describes as the “luxuriance of appellations 
and images” in the special collection of Praises to the Holy Theotokos that follows 
the matins service in four of the manuscripts.66 Perhaps the comparative restraint 
evident in the rest of the Sunday hymns is a symptom of their relative antiquity, 
indicating that the Marian piety of the Oktoechos itself is quite early and belongs 
to a stage of the liturgy older than what is reflected in the fifth-century hymns of 
the Praises to the Holy Theotokos. Indeed, the weight of the evidence seems to 
favor the conclusion that the Oktoechos’s hymns and their Marian piety are in the 
main older than the Council of Ephesus (431), and accordingly they appear to offer 
some of the earliest evidence for liturgical devotion to the Virgin Mary.

Altogether then, these hymns from the Jerusalem Georgian Chantbook present 
important early evidence of Marian veneration and invocation, practices that had 
entered the Sunday public liturgies of the Holy City seemingly before Chalcedon 
and even before the controversies of Ephesus. So here yet again, as often seems to 
be the case with Marian piety, we find indications that the lex orandi of late ancient 
Christianity was a bit ahead of its lex credendi with respect to honoring and ven-
erating the Virgin.67 The early emergence of such devotion to Mary in Jerusalem, 
rather than in Egypt or Constantinople as one might expect in light of the events 
of the Third Council (431), is not all that surprising. No doubt this development 
in the Sunday liturgy corresponds with the celebration of the Memory of Mary on 
15 August, a feast that had been celebrated in Jerusalem since the first decades of 
the fifth century, if not even earlier. Likewise, it was around this same time that the 
Virgin’s tomb began to emerge as a focus of veneration.68 Thus, although scholar-
ship on early Marian piety has often tended to look elsewhere for the first shoots 
of devotion to the Virgin, it seems increasingly clear that Jerusalem in the age of 
the two Melanias stood at the forefront of the emerging cult of the Theotokos, as 
witnessed especially by its early liturgies and holy shrines.

It is odd, however, that there is no trace of this devotion to Mary in the Life 
of Melania, even though Melania the Younger was an ardent opponent of Nesto-
rius and, according to her vita, had met in Constantinople with Proclus, who 
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was among the greatest advocates of Marian piety in this period (as noted also 
in Christine Shepardson’s contribution in this volume).69 Why this should be the 
case is admittedly not clear, particularly since Mary had been identified as an 
important model for female ascetics in the previous century by such authorities 
as Athanasius and Evagrius Ponticus.70 It is hard to imagine that Melania and the 
members of her religious community could have been ignorant of Mary’s ascetic 
stature or her veneration. But so it is: sometimes our sources do not behave as they 
should. In an earlier text, the omission would perhaps not be so glaring, but by 
the middle of the fifth century such silence is quite peculiar, especially in light of 
Melania’s personal and theological allegiances.

Of course, Marian veneration is but one of many more topics that remain to 
be explored across the expanse of the chantbook’s hymns, and to be sure here 
we have merely scratched the surface even of this particular theme. The Jerusa-
lem Georgian Chantbook offers scholars a unique and almost entirely unknown 
resource for advancing our knowledge of early Christian liturgy and hymnog-
raphy. This hymnal provides yet another remarkable liturgical manual from late 
ancient Jerusalem that surely will add much to our already rich knowledge of its 
sacred ceremonies. One of the chantbook’s most important contributions is cer-
tainly its calendar, which reveals aspects of Jerusalem’s developing stational lit-
urgy in the period between the Armenian and Georgian lectionaries. Likewise 
its festal hymns offer unprecedented knowledge of the songs that filled the air as 
Jerusalem’s Christians moved throughout the streets of their city, making use of its 
uniquely sacred landscape to commemorate the holidays and heroes of their faith. 
But surely one of the chantbook’s most invaluable contributions is the insight that 
it affords into Jerusalem’s ordinary Sunday worship, evidenced particularly in the 
Oktoechos. Of course, we have long known of early Christian hymns from other 
sources, particularly in the Syriac tradition. Yet here for the first time we encoun-
ter the cycle of songs that resounded regularly within the churches of a late ancient 
city—and Jerusalem no less, allowing us to better imagine the joyful noise that 
filled ancient Christianity’s liturgical soundscape. While Melania the Younger’s 
Life tells us about the liturgical practice of her monastery, here we find the hymns 
that regularly proclaimed the faith through poetry and music in the churches of 
the Melanias’ Jerusalem. And so with this new perspective, we may possibly add 
another dimension to our understanding of how the Christians of late antiquity 
sought to Christianize the space—in this case, the acoustic space—of their urban 
environment.
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ancient sources consistently depicted the Melanias’ vast wealth—both 
monetary and spiritual—as a legacy to support and inspire future generations. In 
their lifetimes, familial and religious connections embedded the Melanias within 
extensive social networks. Soon aft er the Melanias’ deaths, the writings of their 
contemporaries embedded them within an even farther-reaching set of textual 
networks. Th ese proved to be particularly resilient and long-lasting, connecting 
the Melanias to ages far removed from their own. Well over a thousand years aft er 
their deaths, the Melanias still loomed larger than life.

Th is does not mean, however, that the Melanias’ infl uence remained constant. 
Rather, knowledge of the Melanias ebbed and fl owed. But the last hundred or so 
years appear to have been particularly important for the shaping of the Melanias’ 
cultural aft erlife. Th is section, “Modernities,” examines three recent rediscoveries 
of the Melanias. Th e fi rst essay begins in the early twentieth century with the unex-
pected discovery of Gerontius’s Life of Melania the Younger by an “almost-pope.” 
Th e second essay begins in the 1970s and examines the increasing prominence 
of the Melanias within modern Coptic Orthodox homilies and devotional litera-
ture. Th e third essay begins in the late twentieth century with Western feminist 
scholars rediscovering Gerontius’s hagiography. In each of these cases, many of the 
issues so prominent in ancient discussions of the Melanias—wealth, gender, ascet-
icism, orthodoxy, apologetics, and polemics—again come to the fore, though oft en 
in radically diff erent contexts and confi gurations.

Michael Penn’s chapter explores early twentieth-century scholarly and popular 
accounts of Melania the Younger inspired by Cardinal Rampolla’s discovery and 
1905 publication of Gerontius’s Life of Melania. Immediately aft er Rampolla’s work, 
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Melania became the subject of academic reviews, worldwide newspaper articles, 
and two popular books. In this burst of turn-of-the-century popularity Melania’s 
vita took on a life of its own. Nonetheless, regardless of whether the discussion 
appeared in the Revue de Philosophie, the Washington Post, or the Locomotive Engi-
neers Journal, early twentieth-century accounts of Melania recirculated many of 
the same themes that made Melania’s life so popular in antiquity. Th ey were also 
particularly invested in emphasizing the reliability of Gerontius’s work. As a result, 
the early twentieth century did not simply rediscover an ancient hagiography; 
rather, it expanded upon the original text’s tropes and represented a further devel-
opment in the Melanias’ hagiographic legacy.

Stephen J. Davis’s contribution next shows how the legacies of these two early 
Christian women have been reclaimed (and reshaped) by Egyptian Christian lead-
ers for diff erent sociocultural aims. During the past four decades, the Melanias 
have made appearances in Arabic-language homilies and books as part of a collec-
tive eff ort to revive Coptic monasticism in Egypt. Th is eff ort has by no means been 
monolithic. In the writings of Pope Shenouda III (d. 2012), the Melanias are con-
scripted as part of an eff ort to encourage young Coptic women to embrace respon-
sibilities of motherhood and the use of wealth to support the church before any 
decision to commit themselves to the monastic life in older age. But other Coptic 
leaders have reclaimed the fi gures of the Melanias for diff erent purposes. In the 
works of the well-known monk Matthew the Poor (d. 2006) and in modern Copto-
Arabic editions of the Paradise of the Fathers (or Th e Garden of the Monks), the 
Melanias are placed within monastic genealogies that eff ectively subordinate them 
to their ancient male counterparts, and in this way they are presented as gendered 
models for modern Coptic nuns, and nuns-in-training, whose vocation involves 
vows of obedience to their male church leaders.

Elizabeth A. Castelli’s chapter asks what happens when the second-wave feminist 
interest in reconstructing women’s history has run its course, and it posits a poten-
tially new theoretical trajectory that focuses on Melania the Younger not as a woman 
but rather as a saint. Building on the historical theorist Michel de Certeau’s observa-
tion that hagiography resides at the margins of history as “a corpus of diff erence,” 
this chapter combs through the Life of Melania the Younger anew, lift ing up details in 
the narrative that emphasize tensions between sanctity and materiality, and between 
competing ideas of excess in the story of Melania’s life, in order to suggest that the 
fi gure of the saint that emerges from the narrative may serve as a politically produc-
tive fi gure for contemporary debates about economy and domesticity.

Each of these chapters explores dynamics similar to those found in ancient 
texts concerning the Melanias. But, set in times and places closer to our own, they 
highlight how even in modernity many continue to use the Melanias to spur the 
imagination. Th eir analysis both documents and contributes to the Melanias’ 
ongoing legacy.
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Elizabeth A. Clark’s Life of Melania the Younger helped spark a Melania revival that 
made the present volume possible. As Elizabeth Castelli explores in her chapter, 
Clark’s translation was part of a larger moment in women’s history marked by 
“ ‘women’s voices’ and ‘women’s lives’ being lift ed up out of the archives and situ-
ated in the big story of the past.” As Clark herself later refl ects, one of the reasons 
that the Life of Melania became so central to this larger project of historical recov-
ery was the acceptance of its authenticity claims. Here, fi nally, was a source whose 
narrative details assured its veracity.

Castelli explains that soon, however, “the conversation changed as the theoretical 
frameworks of semiotics, rhetoric, and poststructuralist critique replaced the certain-
ties of We Were There.” Here too Melania—and Elizabeth Clark—played a central 
role in the conversational shift. Now the very narrative details of Melania’s life that 
had reassured a previous generation of the life’s authenticity were seen as an “effect 
of the real,” markers of effective rhetoric as opposed to guarantors of historical truth.

Clark concluded her landmark article “The Lady Vanishes”:1

Has, then, “the lady vanished”? If this question means, Can we recover her pure and 
simple from texts? my answer is no. But that is not the last word: she leaves her traces, 
through whose exploration, as they are imbedded in a larger social-linguistic frame-
work, she lives on. “Aft erlife” comes in diff erent forms—or so we should know from 
the study of Christian history and theology.

But Elizabeth Clark’s 1984 translation of Melania’s vita was itself already an 
afterlife. Unbeknownst to most modern scholars, Clark’s translation did not sim-
ply affect second-wave feminist scholarship. It also represented the second wave of 
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twentieth-century Melania enthusiasm. For, eighty-one years earlier, a surprising 
turn of events led to an international focus on the life of this fifth-century ascetic. 
From the halls of the Vatican to a press room in New Zealand, clergy, scholars, and 
journalists were all writing about Melania. This first wave of twentieth-century 
Melania fervor constantly focused on issues of veracity, the very topic that lived on 
to haunt late twentieth-century discussions of Melania’s life. As seems appropriate 
for this series of Nachleben, it was a long-anticipated death that initially set into 
motion the widespread interest in Melania the Younger and its truth claims.

AN ALMOST-POPE

When Leo XIII’s health began declining in 1899, few expected him to live much 
longer.2 But the pope just wouldn’t die. One of his archbishops even began calling 
him “His Eternity, Leo XIII.”3 And so, four years later, when the ninety-three year 
old pope was pronounced dead at 4:04 p.m., July 20, none of his cardinals were 
surprised. In fact, they essentially had already chosen his successor.

By July 1903, Cardinal Mariano Rampolla had been the Vatican secretary of 
state for sixteen years and, when sixty-two cardinals sequestered themselves in the 
Vatican to choose the next pope, Rampolla appeared to be Leo’s natural succes-
sor.4 The conclave’s initial votes simply confirmed the expected. The secretary of 
state was the clear front-runner in the first ballot cast on the morning of August 1 
and already had twenty-four of the forty-two votes needed for the pontificate. The 
afternoon ballot showed him gaining momentum, picking up an additional five 
ballots and having almost twice as many votes as his closest contender.5 Everyone 
anticipated that, in just over a day, Rampolla would be the next pope.6

Well, not quite everyone . . . The little-known Polish cardinal Jan Puzyna had 
secretly brought with him a letter that forever changed the history of the papacy. 
Drawing upon a sixteenth-century tradition that gave particularly powerful Euro-
pean monarchs the right of exclusion, the Austrian emperor Franz Josef had 
instructed Cardinal Puzyna to veto Rampolla’s candidacy.7 No one knows why the 
emperor opposed Rampolla. Even today, internet sites continue to speculate about 
the emperor’s motive.8

Rampolla’s peers were equally puzzled, and the next ballots reflected the car-
dinals’ confusion. The secretary of state maintained a lead, but support began to 
coalesce around a compromise candidate, Cardinal Giuseppe Melchiore Sarto. The 
next day Cardinal Sarto took the lead, thirty-five to sixteen. On the morning of 
August 4, Sarto took the name Pius X, having been elected pope by fifty votes to 
Rampolla’s ten.9 Pius X wasted no time. Within six months of gaining the papal 
throne, Pius X had abolished the right of exclusion and also, coincidentally, had got 
himself a new secretary of state. Cardinal Rampolla was now out of a job and, in the 
words of one papal historian, “the brilliant Rampolla was consigned to oblivion.”10
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Well, not quite oblivion . . . Nineteen years earlier, a much younger Rampolla 
had visited the Spanish monastery of Escurial, where he discovered a previously 
unknown Latin biography of Melania the Younger attributed to her confessor 
Gerontius. Realizing the import of his find, the young Rampolla made himself 
a handwritten copy of the manuscript. But Rampolla’s meteoric rise in the Vati-
can hierarchy precluded him from publishing his work. The surprising election of 
Pius X, however, changed all this. A year and a half after what one contemporary 
euphemistically referred to as Rampolla’s “being freed from the cares of statecraft 
and diplomacy,” this almost-pope published a 385-page work on Melania’s life.11 It 
included an edition of the Latin manuscript that he had discovered, editions of 
other Greek and Latin manuscripts that contained biographical information on 
Melania, an Italian translation of Melania’s Greek vita, two hundred pages of notes, 
and—most influential—Rampolla’s own twenty-three page summary of Melania’s 
life and times.

Rampolla’s Santa Melania giuniore, senatrice romana met with lavish praise in 
both Catholic and non-Catholic publications. It was lauded as “a sumptuous and 
stately folio that probably contains all that can be known from extant materials 
concerning the younger Melania,”12 “a masterpiece of the highest scholarship,”13 a 
“veritable monument of erudition.”14 Rampolla “vient d’élever à sainte Mélanie la 
Jeune une monument splendide.”15 “Les details en sont meticuleusement soignés et 
l’ensemble est magistral,”16 which “den hochinteressanten und wichtigen Inhalt der 
Vita zur vollen Geltung bringen und nach allen Seiten hin beleuchten.”17

As one reviewer summarized, “the work was greeted with praise in every quar-
ter.”18 Often, however, praise of Rampolla’s volume focused less on its content than 
the circumstances under which it was written. In these cases, early twenty-century 
cardinal and early fifth-century vita began to merge, as some reviewers began to 
write a hagiography of Rampolla. For example, one reviewer stated:19

So no one who knows anything of the history of the last Conclave can fail to realize 
that when Cardinal Rampolla, less than three years aft er his dignifi ed submission to 
the veto of a hostile government, published a stately folio attesting his continued 
allegiance to the studies which had been his fi rst love, he not only set a great example 
of Christian fortitude, but once more justifi ed the choice which had made him both 
Prince of the Church and one of its most infl uential administrators.

A more secular type of hagiography also appeared. In this version, Rampolla was 
compared with famous statesmen such as the British prime ministers Disraeli and 
Gladstone, who, once they had fi nished their service to their country, returned to 
a service to scholarship.20

Even more influential in the early twentieth-century reception of Melania’s life 
than the blurring between book review and hagiography was the blurring between 
the Vatican’s former secretary of state and Melania’s ancient hagiographer. Although 
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Rampolla’s Santa Melania included an edition of the Latin life that he had discov-
ered in Escurial, Rampolla did not produce a modern translation of this document. 
In place of a translation, Rampolla included his own extended paraphrase of Mel-
ania’s vita. This twenty-three page summary of Melania’s fifth-century life had a 
narrative arc that not only followed but also frequently amplified the hagiographic 
agenda of its exemplar.

Rampolla’s introduction includes an apologetic defense of Melania’s confessor 
Gerontius, whose simplicity guaranteed the authenticity of his biography of Mela-
nia. His writing preserves a “gem of purest water, flashing from the august brow of 
Christian Rome with the light of Gospel simplicity.”21

Gerontius’s “gem” tells the tale of “such masculine heroism of virtue” that only 
Providence could bestow upon a young woman.22 How much more miraculous, 
given the young Melania’s circumstances. According to Rampolla, despite the 
church’s supposed triumph over paganism, fifth-century Roman elites were led 
astray by women’s acquisitive desires and became “wholly devoted to pleasure.”23

Having set the scene of Roman society infected by “the contagion of sensuality 
and vice,”24 Rampolla next combines data from Melania’s Latin life, Greek life, and 
references to Melania in other patristic authors such as Augustine, Jerome, and 
Palladius. Rampolla then expands this pastiche through the addition of his own 
imaginative details to produce a linear, triumphant narrative of Melania’s renun-
ciation of worldly wealth and embrace of ascetic purity. In the subsequent pages, 
Rampolla follows Gerontius’s trajectory. But as his summary is longer than its 
source, Rampolla has plenty of space to expand its themes.25 The cardinal’s version 
of Melania’s biography ends with an extended narrative of Melania’s death and her 
veneration among the Eastern churches. The last sentence concludes: “It is only in 
her native land that her memory is in oblivion.”26

Rampolla’s Santa Melania giuniore, senatrice romana clearly intended to rem-
edy this oblivion, but it did so in a way that is surprisingly difficult to categorize. 
The book’s editions of Greek and Latin and its two hundred pages of footnotes 
imply a scholarly audience. Nevertheless, this audience is far from a secular one, 
and Rampolla’s additions make his account arguably even more hagiographic 
than Gerontius’s. The influence of Rampolla’s new hagiography of Melania quickly 
eclipsed that of its predecessor. The effect of Rampolla’s paraphrase was particu-
larly strong in the English-speaking world, where a translation of Melania’s vita 
was not available until 1984.27 In contrast, an English translation of Rampolla’s 
summary appeared in 1909. As a result, most early twentieth-century readers were 
not really reading the Life of Melania as depicted by the hagiographer Gerontius. 
Rather, they were reading Gerontius’s Life of Melania as retold by Cardinal Ram-
polla. Rampolla, the almost-pope, had become Melania’s most recent hagiogra-
pher. But this role would soon be usurped by others. For not long after Rampolla 
published his work, Melania’s vita quickly took on a life of its own.
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MEL ANIA,  “ THE RICHEST WOMAN WHO EVER LIVED”

Th e Washington Post broke the story on October 21, 1906: “Saint Melania Richest 
Woman Th at Ever Lived.”28 Th e article begins with Cardinal Rampolla’s manu-
script discovery and goes on to incorrectly state that Rampolla’s recent book 
included his translation of this manuscript. Th e introductory paragraph concludes 
that “what follows is an abridgement of his narrative.” In other words, like most 
early twentieth-century writers on Melania, this author presents a précis of Ram-
polla’s paraphrase of the vita. As its headline suggests, the article’s summary of 
Rampolla’s summary focuses on Melania’s wealth, in particular the extent of Mela-
nia’s fortune and the diffi  culties she encountered in trying to donate it to the 
church. As the author quips: “How hard it was to become poor!” Th e article ends 
by estimating Melania’s income. Melania’s life claims that she received an annual 
income of 120,000 pieces of gold. In his book, Rampolla suggests that this 
was equivalent to 116,640,000 francs in 1905 terms. Th e Post then translates this to 
$175 million in 1906 dollars (a sum equal to over four billion dollars a year in 2016, 
thus surpassing the estimated annual worth of Bill Gates).29 Th is focus on the 
accurate quantifi cation of Melania’s wealth would not, however, be limited solely 
to the early twentieth century. Th is same detail would also attract substantial 
scholarly attention in the late twentieth century. Each repetition of this number 
reinforced its validity. Each conversion into the reader’s contemporary currency 
emphasized the exactitude of the account.

The early twentieth-century American media quickly picked up the Washing-
ton Post article and its estimate of Melania’s wealth. Within a few weeks, reprints 
of the article began appearing in papers ranging from the New York Sun to the 
Baltimore American to the Salt Lake City Herald to the Intermountain Catholic.30 
These other papers reprinted the Post article word for word (often without attri-
bution) but under new headlines, all of them emphasizing Melania’s gender and 
especially her fortune: “The Wealthiest Woman,” “The Richest of All Women,” and 
“Richest Woman in History.”31 The Salt Lake Herald even moved the $175 million 
figure of Melania’s annual income from the article’s conclusion, as it appeared in 
the Washington Post, to the headline.

The Post story’s popularity led to further reprintings in the unlikeliest of places: 
for example, the Locomotive Engineers Journal, where it followed the poem “Pa and 
I.” It seems, however, that the editors from the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engi-
neers considered Melania’s actions a little too radical. Immediately after the article 
on Melania’s asceticism and philanthropy, the editors added a multipage Christian 
critique of socialism written by one Reverend Stelzle.32

Soon after the Washington Post article, another version of Rampolla’s discovery 
circulated internationally, appearing in newspapers ranging from New Zealand’s 
Auckland Star to Cleveland’s Plain Dealer to the Baltimore Sun.33 The Plain Dealer’s 



250    Modernities

recension consists of a full-page spread. The top half of the page is dominated by 
artistic renderings of a veiled Melania before Queen Serena, a central image of 
two humble worshippers venerating the saint, an illumination of Melania from 
the Escurial manuscript, a page of text from the manuscript, and a fairly dashing 
picture of a young Cardinal Rampolla. The headline reads: “The Richest Woman 
Who Ever Lived. The amazing history of Saint Melania who had a yearly income 
of $30,000,000 discovered after many centuries and revealed to the world by Car-
dinal Rampolla.”34

The article copy begins by explaining how “one of the greatest scholars in 
Rome . . . has learned every detail concerning the life of this wonderful woman, the 
richest woman of her day, one of the Roman nobility, with thousands of slaves at 
her feet.” The remainder consists of a summary of Melania’s life written by Rampolla 
himself. This précis distills many of the features of Rampolla’s Santa Melania into a 
single page. The article also makes sure to explain why the headline’s $30,000,000 
figure for Melania’s annual income differs from the more commonly cited $175 mil-
lion. According to Rampolla, gold was six times more valuable in antiquity. So Mel-
ania’s gold must be assessed at six times the going rate, hence the article copy cites 
Melania’s wealth really to be $180 million per annum. Once again quantification and 
mathematical conversion continued to add an aura of authenticity and exactitude.

Just over a month later, the Baltimore Sun reprinted the entirety of the Plain 
Dealer’s Melania article as part of a larger feature. In this case, the page began 
not with artistic renditions of Melania and Rampolla but with the headline “Mil-
lionaires Who Were Richer than Rockefeller.”35 The article opened: “It is generally 
assumed that John D. Rockefeller is the richest man in the world today, but that 
he is the richest man in history is far from certain.” The article’s subtitle, “Patiom-
kin, of Russia, and Melania, of Rome, Exceeded John D.,” revealed Rockefeller’s 
alleged contenders. What intrigued about the Sun’s rendition was not simply the 
comparison between Melania and Rockefeller. Rather, the Sun also made explicit 
a tendency found throughout early twentieth-century discussions of Melania, the 
blurring of Gerontius’s vita and Rampolla’s summary of it. In this case, the Sun 
incorrectly stated that Rampolla had translated the Escurial manuscript into Ital-
ian. It then quoted excerpts from Rampolla’s summary of Melania’s life but misat-
tributed these as direct quotations from Gerontius’s vita.

Just as Rampolla took many of his narrative cues from Melania’s original hagi-
ographer, Gerontius, so too these more popular presentations of Melania took their 
cues from her more recent hagiographer Rampolla. In many cases, they even repro-
duced Rampolla’s own summary of Melania’s life word for word and sometimes 
even confused this for a direct translation of Gerontius’s vita. Gerontius’s descrip-
tion of Melania’s wealth was only one of the many themes found in his life. This 
focus became more concentrated in Rampolla’s book as he even more consciously 
contrasted Melania’s “heroic renunciation” with the “insatiable avarice” of her 
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times.36 Ironically, it was one of Rampolla’s more technical footnotes on this topic 
that most influenced Melania’s appearance in the popular press, and his quantifica-
tion of Melania’s wealth appeared in almost all subsequent newspaper articles about 
Melania. Rampolla never published a translation of the Latin vita into a modern 
language. Nevertheless, it was the cardinal’s translation of Melania’s alleged income 
into a modern currency that captured the imagination of early twentieth-century 
readers and resulted in Melania’s becoming “the richest woman who ever lived.”

SAINTE MÉL ANIE,  NOT QUITE THAT RICH

Rampolla’s colossal fi gure of Melania’s wealth helped popularize this ascetic saint 
for the early twentieth century, just as Gerontius’s original quantifi cation of Mela-
nia’s wealth was meant to draw in the ancient reader. But there still remained an 
obstacle for her wider reception in modernity. Rampolla had produced “a sumptu-
ous folio with abundant illustrative matter,” but “the Cardinal’s eloquent narrative 
and exhaustive dissertations could not possibly reach more than a narrow circle of 
specialists.”37 Brief newspaper articles refl ected Melania’s potential appeal. But the 
former Vatican secretary of state’s Italian tome was too inaccessible for the masses. 
In stepped Georges Goyau, widely published essayist and historian, the son-in-law 
of a French president and the future secretary of the Académie Française.38

In 1908, Goyau published Sainte Mélanie, “a little ‘bijou’ of historical exposition 
and right Catholic feeling that will be highly appreciated by all who have not time 
or occasion to read the larger and more costly ‘Santa Melania’ of Cardinal Ram-
polla.”39 One could buy Goyau’s “jewel” for only two francs.40 But with its dimin-
ished price tag also came a diminution of Melania’s wealth.

Although the popular press widely reported Rampolla’s estimate of Melania’s 
income, this figure was more controversial among contemporary scholars. The 
Latin life refers to 120,000 pieces of gold. But does “pieces” here mean 120,000 
pounds of gold? or 120,000 gold coins, which were generally 1/72 of a pound?41 
Rampolla’s choice of “pounds” helped propel Melania into the popular imagina-
tion. But as Goyau and others pointed out, it seemed unrealistic. One scholar esti-
mated that Melania would have needed a million laborers to cultivate enough land 
to support such a fortune, and another pointed out that Rampolla’s figure exceeded 
the 1904 gross national product of Switzerland.42 No one, however, wanted to cut 
Rampolla’s estimate by 71/72. An annual income of 120,000 gold coins (that is, 
1,600 pounds) would have made Melania’s fortune close to the senatorial mini-
mum, a hefty sum but nowhere near the degree of wealth envisioned by her con-
temporaries, to say nothing of early twentieth-century newspapers. So Goyau pro-
posed a compromise solution. Rampolla was correct: “pieces” meant pounds. But 
a later scribe must have inadvertently added a zero. Instead of having an annual 
income of 120,000 pounds of gold, Melania really had only 12,000. Melania was 
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no longer richer than Rockefeller, but she was still wealthy enough for her ascetic 
renunciation to reflect the “héroïsme de cette femme.”43 But at the same time as 
Goyau’s calculations decreased Melania’s net worth, they increased the historical 
worth of her vita. The beauty of Goyau’s solution was not simply that he now had a 
realistic figure for Melania’s income. Rather, it also preserved the veracity of Mela-
nia’s two previous hagiographers, Gerontius and Rampolla. Gerontius reported 
the number correctly. Rampolla interpreted it correctly. The only weak link was an 
accounting error by a careless copyist with poor math skills.

This issue of authenticity became increasingly important in early twentieth-
century writings about Melania. Rampolla’s book had already referred to Gerontius’s 
veracity.44 In his preface to Sainte Mélanie, Goyau built upon this theme. He reported 
that “cette biographie de sainte Mélanie est attachante et vivante. Nulle trace, ici, de 
ces formations légendaires qui souvent mettent en conflit la critique et la piété.”45 
Instead, Gerontius presented an authentic biography, an eyewitness testimony with-
out extraneous or invented details.46 As a result, like the summary in Rampolla’s 
Santa Melania, Goyau’s Sainte Mélanie is mainly a rewording of Gerontius’s life.

Goyau published his book as part of the series “Les Saints,” which sought to 
popularize specific Catholic saints and whose individual volumes were seen as 
“commendable for their brevity, good order and proportion, select bibliography, 
moderate and critical temper—above all for their habitually excellent literary qual-
ity and correctness of form.”47 Although meant to appeal to a more popular audi-
ence, Goyau’s discussion of Melania’s biography nevertheless came with greater 
academic trappings than much of Rampolla’s work.

Goyau’s preface pays homage to Melania’s previous hagiographers, assuring his 
readers that the book’s plot comes from Gerontius and its chronology from Ram-
polla.48 But unlike Rampolla’s summary of Melania’s life and times, the body of 
Goyau’s exposition weaves together direct quotations from a wide range of patris-
tic sources. It also includes numerous footnotes citing modern scholarship. This 
did not, however, make Goyau’s Sainte Mélanie particularly critical of its predeces-
sors. Like Rampolla’s summary, Goyau’s book is mainly an amplified paraphrase 
of late ancient hagiography. But just as late twentieth-century scholarship would 
eventually characterize much of Gerontius’s account as a piling up of details to cre-
ate the similitude of absolute veracity, so too Goyau’s pastiche of summaries, quo-
tations, and footnotes reinforces its own truth claims, providing yet more author-
ity to the account’s authenticity.

Nevertheless, the combination of Gerontius’s narrative details and frequent 
scholarly citation was well received by contemporaries. The Times Literary Supple-
ment seemed particularly fond of Goyau’s rendition. In its words, Melania had been 
“reared as carefully as Sleeping Beauty.” Nevertheless, just as “a modern philosopher 
has said, ‘Le succès m’ennuie.’ The Roman Senatrix might have written, ‘L’opulence 
m’ennuie.’ And when the time came to marry her she might have added, ‘L’amour 
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m’ennuie.’ ” Expanding on this image of a French-speaking Melania, the Times Lit-
erary Supplement plays on the name of this “indomitable little saint”: “Mélanie! 
The sound evokes some kind and canny French-woman of the lower middle class, 
economical, managing, good-natured, with black eyes (and the faintest shadow of 
a black moustache) above her keen, bright smile. Nothing could be less like the 
unworldly heiress of the gens Valeria.”49 Other reviews focused less on a Franco-
phile Melania and more on Sainte Mélanie’s French author. Goyau was seen as 
“l’auteur du modèle de biographie.”50 His book was “un livre où tout est rigoureuse-
ment authentique,” one that almost reached the “high water mark as a scholarly but 
withal attractive manipulation of a Saint’s Life under the Roman Empire.”51

Goyau’s “attractive manipulation” ended, however, with a slightly different 
theme than had its predecessors. For Rampolla, the most important context for 
understanding Melania was her early experience of the depravity of late fourth-
century Rome. Hence the cardinal’s emphasis remained on Melania’s material 
wealth. As with Gerontius before him, for Rampolla, the more money Melania had, 
the more she could give away, and the better she could serve as a foil to “the loath-
some state of that society in whose bosom she first drew breath.”52 For Goyau, the 
key context for understanding Melania’s import was not the decadence of fourth-
century Rome but the fifth-century conflicts between Rome and the barbarians. 
Melania’s renunciation of wealth, regardless of its actual sum, illustrated how Chris-
tian virtue could ultimately succeed in combining Roman and barbarian society. 
In the words of one of Goyau’s reviewers, it illustrated “the part played by woman 
in the civilizing and Christianizing of Europe.”53 Goyau himself, however, made a 
grander claim. According to Goyau, Melania’s life modeled a world beyond a clash 
of Rome and the barbarians, helping form “une seule société, mère de la nôtre.”54 
Sainte Mélanie ended with Goyau noting Melania’s relevance for the contemporary 
world, one with greater divisions and potential conflicts than that of the fifth cen-
tury and thus in greater need of the “l’esprit chrétien de détachement,” which alone 
is “capable de réaliser la véritable paix fondée sur la justice.”55 Although no longer 
the “richest woman who ever lived,” Goyau’s Mélanie shaped the future of the civi-
lized world and, in the early twentieth century, had the potential to do so again. 
Goyau quite clearly felt “an almost utopian longing for an unearthed, long-buried 
narrative about the past that might portend a still different, brighter future”—words 
that Elizabeth Castelli applies in her chapter to 1980s feminist readings of Melania’s 
life but that seem equally applicable to the early twentieth century as well.

MEL ANIA’S  REMARKABLE VITA

According to Goyau, “Mélanie évidemment, consolée de l’oubli de la Terre par la 
quiétude du Ciel, attendit sans impatience.”56 At the turn of the twentieth century, 
Melania’s fourteen hundred years of fortitude had clearly paid off . In 1903 Rampolla 
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fi rst announced his discovery of Melania’s Latin vita; in 1904 the cardinal unexpect-
edly lost the papacy; in 1905 the Vatican’s now former secretary of state published 
Santa Melania; in late 1906 and early 1907 newspapers worldwide proclaimed Mel-
ania to be history’s richest woman, and in 1908 Goyau published Sainte Mélanie. As 
for the English-speaking world, it too required much less patience than Melania 
had, needing to wait only until 1909 for an English version of Melania’s life. But as 
with its predecessors, this latest installment in Melania’s repertoire was not a trans-
lation of an ancient document but rather a translation of Rampolla’s summary.

In 1906, the Jesuit father Herbert Thurston first published an article extolling 
Rampolla’s “editorial labours.”57 Three years later, he edited an English edition of 
Rampolla’s work that sold for the bargain price of $1.50.58 The resulting 1909 Life 
of St. Melania presented a translation only of Rampolla’s preface and Rampolla’s 
summary of Melania’s life. But Thurston also supplemented Rampolla’s work in 
two important ways.

First, Thurston interwove Rampolla’s summary with numerous quotations, pri-
marily from Gerontius’s life. As a result, Thurston gave the reader much more direct 
access to Melania’s Latin vita than Rampolla had done. Like Sainte Mélanie, this 
intercalation of modern and ancient material also led to a narrative in which the 
authority of ancient and modern authors reinforced each other. Yet unlike Goyau, 
Thurston did not use footnotes that occasionally cited disagreement among schol-
ars. Instead Thurston’s edition was quite homogeneous, with the authority of the 
fifth-century confessor and the twentieth-century cardinal blending together to 
form a seamless account.

Second, Thurston included his own preface to the work, which amplified many 
of the themes found in earlier discussions of Melania. As Thurston put it:59

Th ere are Saints’ Lives and Saints’ Lives. . . . Th e bulk of these documents, especially 
those belonging to certain specifi ed epochs, are devoid of any touch of human indi-
viduality. Th ey are like the portraits of Holy Doctors or Virgins, painted according to 
the canons of Byzantine art. We might shuffl  e all the names and almost all the dates, 
and the new arrangement would be just as near the truth, as much or as little instruc-
tive as the old. Miracles abound in such records, together with virtues and moral 
refl ection of the most approved quality, but there is nothing for the memory to lay 
hold of. To have read one is to have read them all. . . . Still, there are some few remark-
able exceptions to be found in this incredibly weary waste of banality and tediousness.

According to Th urston, what distinguishes Gerontius’s writings is “how living and 
real is the personal interest of the narrative.”60 For Th urston it is this “wonderfully 
delicate and natural” fl avor of Melania’s life that best guarantees its authenticity.61 
Th e exact same argument would reappear in the late twentieth century as scholars 
again claimed that Gerontius’s exceptionally detailed account made it an excep-
tional historical source.
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Thurston’s work had a strong effect upon the English-speaking world. Almost 
all English reviews of Rampolla’s Santa Melania are actually reviews of Thurston’s 
version of the work. As a result, despite reviewers’ frequent references to “authen-
tic history,” what they and most of their Anglophile audience were now reading 
was Thurston’s framing and expansion of Rampolla’s summary of Gerontius’s hagi-
ography.62 Nevertheless, Thurston’s compilation was seen as “a splendid example of 
biographical history in its best form, [which] may well serve as a model.”63 What 
struck reviewers most was the work’s immediacy. Its “most trustworthy account . . . 
is a real source of edification, inasmuch as it describes a genuine conflict between 
nature and grace in a human soul.”64 These reviews often mirror Thurston’s empha-
sis on authenticity and personal interest. One even refers to Father Thurston’s 
“charming introduction,” which would “undoubtedly be read with much pleasure,” 
a description not far removed from Thurston’s own characterization of Gerontius’s 
writing.65

• • •

Because Pius X had eliminated the right of exclusion, future papal elections were 
to be solely ecclesiastical decisions. As a result, in the early 1910s many viewed 
Rampolla as once again a viable papal candidate, believing that the cardinal would 
become Pius’s successor. Such speculation ended on December 17, 1913, when Car-
dinal Rampolla predeceased the reigning pope. Rampolla’s death resulted in a 
spate of obituaries, which always spoke of his achievements as the Vatican’s secre-
tary of state, oft en cited his close calls at becoming pope, and occasionally men-
tioned his discovery of Melania’s Latin vita.66

Such reports sometimes included rather surprising discussions of Melania. 
For example, the Manchester Guardian contained perhaps the only popular-press 
piece that never referred to Melania’s wealth. Instead, almost the entire issue was 
dedicated to the difficulties that fifth-century female ascetics faced as they engaged 
in their “hunger strikes.” It concluded: “The late Cardinal pointed out, what the 
suffragist prisoners have doubtlessly learned from experience, that Saint Melania 
declared that the kind of food she found it most difficult to refuse was that con-
taining a portion of fat.”67 Although this author once again used Melania to put 
forward the theme of women’s insatiability, for at least a brief moment the “richest 
woman in the world” had nevertheless become a suffragette, a surprisingly apt 
portent of the role she would play decades later in her next afterlife.

After 1913 Melania made only cameo appearances in the popular press. In 1919 
a reviewer of Princess Troubetzkoy’s spiritualist novel The Elusive Lady compared 
the novel’s antagonistic ghost with Melania the Younger.68 In 1921 a second edition 
of Goyau’s Sainte Mélanie was reprinted. But in general, Melania once again had 
to wait “sans impatience.” Her next revival began in 1962 with a new critical edi-
tion and French translation of the Greek vita.69 It took off in earnest in the 1980s 
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with Melania becoming a central figure in feminist historiography. It is this second 
afterlife that has made possible the chapters found in this volume.

Few scholars involved in this most recent wave of Melania scholarship are aware 
of her early twentieth-century popularity. Nevertheless, there remain intriguing 
parallels between these two afterlives. The same narrative details that attracted 
early twentieth-century readers to Melania’s vita were equally enticing to late 
twentieth-century scholars. Throughout much of the 1980s and 1990s many schol-
ars assessed the vita little differently than their counterparts had done in 1908, 
when one reviewer claimed that “we have not here the dry bones, but the living 
and speaking portrait of this patrician lady of the fifth century.”70

But then these two afterlives began to diverge. Focusing on the narrative ele-
ments that so intrigued readers at the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth 
century, scholars at the turn of the twentieth to the twenty-first began to reas-
sess Melania’s life. Particularly influential was Elizabeth Clark’s 1998 article “The 
Lady Vanishes.” Clark warned that “the very details that social historians claim 
give veracity to a text are here repositioned as a creative artist’s attempt to create 
an illusory reality in the minds of readers,” having observed that “such details are 
precisely what literary theorist Ronald Barthes has named ‘the effect of the real.’ ”71

Melania’s early twentieth-century popularity helps illustrate the strength of this 
reality effect. Whether presented by an almost-pope, the son-in-law of a French 
president, a Jesuit priest, or a locomotive engineer, what people found most entic-
ing about Gerontius’s narrative was the impression that it represented “a really 
human document” that stemmed from its author’s “strict veracity.”72 Although 
Melania’s early twentieth-century afterlife was sparked by the discovery of a Latin 
manuscript, the document itself soon dropped from analysis. The alleged imme-
diacy and transparency of Gerontius’s account was so great, it did not matter that 
what people most often read were paraphrases of paraphrases.

Late twentieth-century interest in Melania was sparked not by a manuscript 
discovery but by an English translation. So too, the political commitments of a 
turn-of-the-century almost-Pope and second-wave feminist historians differed 
greatly. Nevertheless both of Melania’s Nachleben were haunted by a quest for 
authenticity as, in Castelli’s words, modern authors tried “to make late ancient 
hagiography answer to the imperatives of twentieth-century social-historical com-
mitments.” This curious tale of Melania’s early twentieth-century revival and its 
surprising congruence with late twentieth-century scholarship reminds us how 
Melania and her afterlives do not so easily vanish.
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It is well known that Melania the Elder (d. 410) and Melania the Younger (d. 439) 
both traveled to Egypt and visited monks there before settling in Jerusalem and 
founding monasteries on the Mount of Olives. But their visits to the Egyptian 
desert were rather brief: neither stayed more than a year, and both would live out 
the rest of their lives in Palestine. Aft er their deaths, the Melanias became promi-
nent saints in Western church traditions, but their impact in the Egyptian church’s 
collective memory has been minimal over the centuries.

Melania the Elder was famously commemorated in Palladius’s Lausiac History, 
an early fifth-century work about Egyptian monasticism, but this text was written 
in Asia Minor and largely transmitted outside Egypt in Greek and Latin, and in 
Syriac as part of a larger composite collection called The Paradise of the Fathers 
(about which I’ll say more in due course). In any case, neither Melania is included 
in the official list of saints and saints’ days of the Coptic church. For over fifteen 
centuries, grandmother and granddaughter were largely forgotten in Egyptian 
Christian life and liturgy.

This essay is about how they have been reclaimed and remembered in the mod-
ern Coptic Orthodox Church. During the past four decades, these two late Roman 
women have begun making notable cameo appearances in Arabic-language homi-
lies and books produced by male Egyptian church leaders. Here, I try to make 
sense of the Melanias’ return to Egypt by discussing selected examples of how they 
have been reintroduced as models of piety, as part of a successful effort to revive 
Coptic monasticism in the late twentieth and the early twenty-first century. Focus-
ing on three Arabic sources as my primary evidence—an audio recording of a 
homily by Pope Shenouda III, a history of monasticism by the monk Matthew the 
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Poor (Mattā al-Miskīn), and a modern reworking of the aforementioned Paradise 
of the Fathers—I address how male church leaders have appropriated the Melanias 
as gendered models for Coptic nuns and female laity.

But first, some crucial context related to the revival of monasticism in modern 
Egypt. By the late Middle Ages, monasteries in Egypt found themselves signifi-
cantly reduced in both population and cultural influence. In the sixteenth century, 
the Muslim historian al-Maqrīzī reported on this dire situation.1 In his day, he 
found many monasteries abandoned to the encroaching sands of the desert. The 
smaller number of communities that survived had only a handful of monks left. 
This pattern of decline continued into the first half of the twentieth century.

Beginning in the 1940s and 1950s, however, and gaining pace under the 
patronage of Pope Kyrillos VI (r. 1959–71) and his successor Pope Shenouda III 
(r. 1971–2012), Coptic monastic communities for both men and women witnessed 
an unprecedented resurgence. When one visits these communities today, the dif-
ference is readily apparent. Where there had previously been deteriorating build-
ings, there are now new churches of grand scale, extensive agricultural reclamation 
of desert land, and visitors’ centers catering to the consumer appetites of pilgrims 
and tourists. Where previously there was only a small remnant of the monastics 
(or none at all), there are now hundreds, many of whom are drawn from the pro-
fessional and educated classes of society—engineers, doctors, and lawyers who 
have taken their skills and applied them to the revival of monastic life as a second 
career for men and women throughout Egypt. It is in the context of this modern 
monastic revival that we find the two Melanias reentering the picture.

In her landmark article “The Lady Vanishes,” Elizabeth A. Clark borrowed the 
language of Claude Lévi-Strauss to talk about how male Christian writers and 
other ancient men “used women to ‘think with.’ ”2 This recognition of the discur-
sive uses to which female figures were put is equally applicable to the construction 
of gender—and the construction of the patristic past—in modern ecclesiastical 
contexts. My aim is to ask how these two late Roman women have been used to 
“think with” in the Coptic Orthodox Church from around 1970 to today. For evi-
dence, I turn to the teachings of Pope Shenouda III and to literature produced by 
contemporary Coptic monks, including the well-known spiritual theologian Mat-
thew the Poor (Mattā al-Miskīn)—male church leaders who have appropriated the 
Melanias for the purpose of promoting monasticism as the epitome of Christian 
faithfulness among both lay and monastic audiences. In retelling the biographies 
of these late Roman saints to potential recruits on the one hand, and to already 
consecrated monks and nuns on the other, these leaders had markedly different 
goals. While Pope Shenouda III used the lives of the Melanias to endorse certain 
societal values connected with marriage and wealth, Matthew the Poor and other 
modern monastic authors sought to incorporate them into expanded genealogies 
of the early Egyptian monastic fathers and mothers. In the process, both the elder 
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and the younger Melania have been reconscripted as adopted daughters of the 
Egyptian desert.

THROUGH THE EYE OF A NEEDLE:  POPE SHENOUDA 
II I  ON THE MEL ANIAS,  MARRIAGE,  MONEY, 

AND THE MONASTIC LIFE

Let me turn fi rst to the role that the Melanias played in the teachings of Pope She-
nouda III. My primary text in this case is not a written document at all but rather 
an audio clip downloaded from the Internet in November 2012, about eight months 
aft er His Holiness’s death.3 When I fi rst discovered this online audio clip and 
clicked Play, a familiar voice from beyond the grave began to narrate the stories of 
the two Melanias in sequence, accompanied by a lilting Middle Eastern instru-
mental sound track. In the appendix to this article, I provide a full translation of 
Shenouda III’s hagiographical homily, which was probably one installment in a 
series of summaries on the lives of saints he presented to his congregation in 
Cairo.4 Th e vast majority of that congregation consisted of lay parishioners, with a 
large number of youths and young families. Th e original date of this particular 
Arabic homily is unknown, although I suspect (given the tenor of his voice and the 
quality of the recording) that it must have been recorded rather early in his reign 
as pope, perhaps in the 1970s or early 1980s.

The homily is less than five minutes long (4:44, to be exact), and in it Shen-
ouda III presents a biographical synopsis for each Melania. In both cases, what 
he emphasizes as wonderful (and worth repeating several times) is the fact that 
these women got married and had children before choosing to enter the monastic 
life. He tells his audience: “They both possessed something wonderful. Both of 
these saints, Melania the Elder and Melania the Younger, got married. They got 
married and had children. And then they entered the monastic life, a type [of life] 
that is not found often.” A second important point of emphasis for Shenouda III is 
the fact that the two women were wealthy. Thus he emphasizes: “They were very 
rich. They were very rich. They got married, had children, and then entered the 
monastic life.”

In the case of Melania the Elder, Shenouda III goes on to note that “she mar-
ried a very rich man and had three sons with him,” two of whom died in child-
hood when she was still a young woman. Then, after highlighting her youth and 
beauty, Shenouda III notes that “she remained a widow for forty-six years engaged 
in works of asceticism [nusk] and renunciation [zuhd]; she left her children with 
some people who cared for them; she went to the desert of Scetis, and she donated 
her wealth to the monks and clerics.”

In Shenouda III’s hands, the Melanias are presented as what I will call control-
led, semiascetic models for a predominantly lay audience. They are exemplars to 
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be imitated, although only under certain circumscribed conditions. Young single 
women in the congregation are not urged to give it all up and enter a convent 
before they have performed certain social duties incumbent upon them—namely 
to get married and have children, and thereby help to rear a new generation of the 
faithful. Then—maybe as a second career choice—they may consider the virtues 
of sexual renunciation.

The value of the Melanias as models of piety for Shenouda III, therefore, was 
grounded as much in their preascetic commitments as in their postascetic lives. 
This is true not only with respect to sexuality and childbirth but also with respect 
to wealth. Those who have wombs are expected to use them. By the same token, 
those who have money are expected to donate it. This point is reemphasized in one 
of Shenouda III’s pamphlets, entitled So Many Years with the Problems of People, 
Part One: Biblical Questions, in which he pushes back ever so gently against Jesus’s 
teaching about rich people, camels, and eyes of needles in the Synoptic Gospels 
(Matt. 19:23–26, Mark 10:24–25, Luke 18:24–25). He comments: “History also gives 
us other examples of holy rich people who entered the kingdom of God. St. Mela-
nia, who was very rich, spent much of her money on monasteries and on building 
churches. She then chose the monastic life after she was widowed.”5

To his female lay readers and listeners, he might have concluded by saying, “Go 
and do likewise.” In this way, Shenouda III appropriated the Melanias for a specific 
dual purpose: first, to endorse a modern, bourgeois vision of Coptic family life 
as the engine of biological and economic production;6 and second, to uphold the 
monastic life as an ideal second career for those who have already generated both 
offspring and financial capital, and who now aspire to build up their treasure in 
heaven after fulfilling their earthly duties.7

It should be noted that the online availability of Shenouda III’s sermon dem-
onstrates how his particular vision for women’s roles in Coptic families was sub-
sequently taken up and actively promoted among the faithful via modern media 
technologies. In their 2013 article “Emerging Christian Media in Egypt,” Febe 
Armanios and Andrew Amstutz have explored how such new technologies have 
been used to “present traditional gender roles in a new packaging.”8 While the 
authors focus primarily on the boom of videos and films produced by Copts 
over the last three decades, they also give a nod to how modern sound media—
beginning with cassettes in the 1970s and 1980s and continuing with digital files in 
the third millennium—have reinforced this same ecclesiastical message emphasiz-
ing female subordination to patriarchal authority, whether to fathers and husbands 
in the home or to bishops and other clerics in churches and monastic settings.9

As argued here, Shenouda III’s treatment of the Melanias in his hagiographical 
homily articulates particular concerns related to the management of women’s bod-
ies in negotiating social transitions from maternal to monastic vocations. In the 
audio recording and online dissemination of that sermon, we also see the medial 
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mechanisms through which those same concerns came to reverberate outside the 
walls of Shenouda III’s church and in the private homes and apartments of Coptic 
families—places where the pope’s sermon could be listened to on laptops and cell 
phones, and where such female virtues were expected to be embodied.

GENDERING (AND ENGENDERING) MONASTIC 
GENEALO GIES:  THE MEL ANIAS IN MAT THEW THE 
PO OR AND A MODERN PAR ADISE OF THE FATHERS

Shenouda III’s has not been the only voice or perspective on the subject of the 
Melanias in the modern Coptic Orthodox Church. In the words and writings of 
other male Egyptian ecclesiastical leaders, the Melanias have been appropriated 
for purposes related more specifi cally to the recruitment and training of female 
monastics. For such writers, what has been at stake is the question of how to 
situate—and thereby subordinate—the ascetic example of the Melanias not in 
relation to a modern bourgeois family ethic but in relation to ancient patristic 
genealogies of Desert Fathers.

As Clark notes when discussing Michel Foucault in her book History, Theory, 
Text, genealogies have long had the communal function of enacting domains of 
knowledge and power in relation to human bodies and practices.10 In the late twen-
tieth- and early twenty-first-century revival of Coptic monasticism, such domains 
of knowledge and power have not been organized around adherence to elabo-
rate rules or canons (as was the case in the late ancient monasteries overseen by 
Pachomius and Shenoute of Atripe, for instance). Instead, the modern recruitment 
and training of monks and nuns has been mediated through a particular text and 
through practices of commentary and devotional reading attendant to it. In Arabic, 
the text is called Bustān al-ruhbān (The Garden of the Monks). A modern edition 
of this Garden was published in the 1940s. In 1968, a revised and expanded version 
edited by Bishop Athanasius of Beni Suef began serving as a standard guidebook 
for men and women preparing to dedicate themselves to the monastic life, and for 
monks and nuns already pursuing that life in monasteries and convents.11 Over the 
past forty-five years, the text has gone through several editions and expansions.

The Garden in fact belongs to the complex and varied textual history of the 
Apophthegmata Patrum. In late antiquity, different versions of these sayings and 
stories were disseminated in Greek and Latin. In the seventh century, the east Syr-
ian monk Enanisho combined the Apophthegmata with Palladius’s Lausiac History 
(as well as material from Jerome) in the aforementioned Syriac text called The 
Paradise of the Fathers.12 Other language editions followed, often with alternative 
titles and widely varying contents. One medieval manuscript found at the Monas-
tery of St. Catherine at Mount Sinai, for example, contains a collection of stories 
under the title The Garden, consisting of “accounts of the Old Men and Fathers.”13



Monastic Revivals    265

The modern Arabic edition of The Garden of the Fathers, however, has been 
significantly reconceived and does not simply replicate earlier versions. Instead, 
it incorporates a number of other early monastic sources newly made available to 
the editors through modern English and French translations. In the 1968 edition, 
the work’s contents are organized into two parts. In the first, the collection of say-
ings is associated with names of different monks (beginning with Anthony and 
Macarius the Great and ending with lesser figures). In the second, the collection 
is organized as a series of exercises designed to train monks and nuns in matters 
related to the themes of will, spirit, thought, and love.

In her 1995 book Contemporary Coptic Nuns, Nelly van Doorn–Harder docu-
ments how The Garden has been used as a primary tool for spiritual development 
among young women training for entrance into the convent as well as among nuns 
already in monastic residence. Through devotional readings of the text under a 
spiritual director, prospective nuns acquaint themselves with the teachings of the 
Desert Fathers and prepare themselves for taking their vows of chastity, obedience, 
and poverty. The monastic models in this Garden are almost exclusively male: 
although a few Desert Mothers (such as Amma Sarah) are mentioned in passing, 
there is no mention of the Melanias.14

The needs of nuns-in-training, however, have prompted the publication of 
other literature complementary to The Garden of the Fathers—books akin to 
training manuals—and in some of this literature the Melanias make a conspicu-
ous appearance. One example is a 1972 volume entitled al-Rahbanah al-qibt. īyah fī 
‘as.r al-Qiddīs Anbā Maqār (Coptic Monasticism in the Age of Saint Macarius the 
Great), written by Matthew the Poor (Mattā al-Miskīn), the famous contemplative 
monk, abbot of the Monastery of St. Macarius in Wādī al-Nat.rūn, who died in 
2006.15 Another example is a vastly expanded 2008 edition of The Garden of the 
Monks, which includes additional stories and commentary for those interested in 
deepening their acquaintance with Egyptian monastic history.16 In both cases, one 
sees how the Melanias (but especially Melania the Elder) have been incorporated 
into a renovated monastic genealogy produced for modern Coptic consumption.

Matthew the Poor’s appropriation of Melania the Elder in his book Coptic 
Monasticism is conditioned by two factors related to globalization in a postcolo-
nial world: the importation of Western scholarly translations into Egypt and the 
appropriation of Western saints for the purpose of presenting Egyptian monasti-
cism as a paradigm for ecumenical spirituality.

First, Matthew the Poor notably draws his information about the Melanias not 
from Coptic or Arabic manuscript traditions but from English and French trans-
lations of Palladius’s Lausiac History and other, analogous literature. He gives an 
account of Melania’s contact with the luminaries of the desert, and especially her 
interactions with the monk Pambo. (He highlights in particular the story about 
her gift of silver and her receipt of a basket at his deathbed.) In doing so, Matthew 



266    Modernities

draws directly on the French translation of the stories by René Draguet and on 
English translations by Helen Waddell and E. A. W. Budge.17

Second, Matthew the Poor recounts Melania the Elder’s activities under the 
heading “The Visit of Important Persons to Nitria Had an International Influence.” 
Throughout, Melania is characterized as “the Spanish saint” and “friend of the 
saints.”18 She is shown seeking out the saints’ company, asking them questions, and 
“serv[ing] them in their exile.”19 And yet, as a privileged recipient of the monks’ 
hospitality, she (along with her fellow foreigner Rufinus) was able to settle in a 
house and reside there “for a long time.”20 As a result, Melania is cast as both a 
resident alien and a symbol of Egyptian ecumenicity: she is a Spanish saint who 
has become, in effect, an adopted daughter of the Egyptian desert. Thus, in the 
person of Melania the Elder, prospective monks and nuns reading Matthew’s work 
are shown how, through small and large acts of hospitality, Egyptian monasticism 
embraces (and incorporates within itself) the wider Christian world.

Similar themes surrounding the Melanias are echoed in an expanded 2008 edi-
tion of The Garden of the Monks, published  by a group of anonymous “monks 
of the desert of Scetis” (most likely Matthew the Poor’s monastic disciples at 
the Monastery of St. Macarius). The edition contains a new introduction and 
expanded contents. In the introduction, there is a section specifically dedicated to 
the travels of foreigners who came to Egypt, collected the sayings of the fathers, 
and transported monasticism back to their countries.21 Melania the Elder falls into 
this category (again paired with Rufinus); so does Melania the Younger, who is 
now given her own subheading.

The body of the text itself is expanded to include not only the teachings of 
Anthony and Macarius, who are found in the original 1968 edition of The Gar-
den, but also the sayings and stories of their most prominent disciples. Melania 
the Elder is mentioned in sections on Macarius of Alexandria and Pambo, both 
disciples of Macarius the Great.22 She is portrayed as a “Roman princess” who 
receives a fleece from the hand of Macarius of Alexandria as a memento, and who 
attends to Pambo at his deathbed and receives from him a basket as a gift.23 The 
details of her interactions with these Desert Fathers come straight from Palladius’s 
Lausiac History. The editors cite Robert T. Meyer’s English translation and render 
selected excerpts in Arabic, although the detail of Melania’s role in burying Pambo 
is edited out in the Arabic translation, perhaps censored for modern Coptic sen-
sibilities regarding what it would entail for a female monk to prepare a male body 
for burial.24 In any event, the resultant text is something of a patchwork quilt, with 
quotes from Palladius interspersed among other passages taken from the Apoph-
thegmata Patrum and from Arabic manuscripts in the library at the Monastery of 
St. Macarius.

What is most striking, however, is the discursive effect of these successive sto-
ries: the elder Melania is inserted into an authorized (and authorizing) monas-
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tic genealogy, where she assumes a subordinate role. In her case, her place is a 
matter of two degrees of separation: she is eyewitness and friend to two famous 
followers and disciples of Macarius the Great himself. She is a beneficiary of holy 
proximity—of grace by association—and in this capacity she is a benefactor for 
prospective nuns who would seek to follow her into The Garden of the Monks, into 
The Paradise of the Fathers.

C ONCLUSION

In this essay, I have sought to show a diff erent way out of late antiquity and into the 
modern and contemporary world of homiletic exhortation and monastic practice in 
Egypt. As it turns out, the Melanias have indeed revisited Egypt, and they have 
played their own small role in the revival of Coptic Orthodox monastic piety. But 
their role has not been monolithic, nor has it been of their own making. In Shenouda 
III’s homily and its hagioaural reproduction in modern media, we have seen how the 
two Melanias were co-opted as preascetic models for underwriting lay bourgeois 
family values.25 Before considering a second career as a nun, a young Coptic woman 
should follow these Roman exemplars by fi rst heeding her biological call and fulfi ll-
ing her economic duties to the community. By contrast, in Matthew the Poor and in 
a recent edition of Th e Garden of the Monks published by the Monastery of St. 
Macarius, we have seen how the foreign saint Melania the Elder was domesticated 
through the construction of monastic genealogies. Linked but also crucially subor-
dinated to her male counterparts, the elder Melania (with her eponymous grand-
daughter in tow) comes to serve as a model perfectly suited for contemporary Coptic 
nuns and nuns-in-training whose everyday devotions are designed to cultivate a 
similar posture of subordination in relation to the lessons imparted by the Desert 
Fathers. In these diff erent ways, two famous late Roman women of independent 
means are adopted and co-opted for the purpose of training female Coptic bodies in 
how to submit to male authority in both marriage and monasticism.

APPENDIX:  SHENOUDA II I ,  A  BRIEF HOMILY ON THE 
T WO MEL ANIAS

I’ll tell you about Saint Melania. In truth, there are two saints named Melania—
Melania the Elder and Melania the Younger. Melania the Elder was the grand-
mother of Melania the Younger. Th e two of them, these two saints, both named 
Melania, lived in the fourth and fi ft h centuries. Th ey both possessed something 
wonderful. Both of these saints, Melania the Elder and Melania the Younger, got 
married. Th ey got married and had children. And then they entered the monastic 
life, a type [of life] that is not found oft en. Th ey were very rich. Th ey were very rich. 
Th ey got married, had children, and then entered the monastic life. And they 
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founded monasteries for female monastics, and they founded monasteries for men 
as well, especially in Jerusalem. Melania the Elder was born in Rome in the year 342. 
And she went to her rest at age sixty-nine. Her grandfather was a consul. She mar-
ried a very rich man and had three sons with him. Two of them died in childhood. 
At the time when she was widowed, she was still a young woman, at twenty-three 
years of age. And she did not marry again even though many people tried to woo 
her on account of her beauty, her wealth, and all her [fi ne] attributes. And she was 
only a young woman, twenty-three years of age. And she did not remarry. She 
remained a widow for forty-six years engaged in works of asceticism [nusk] and 
renunciation [zuhd]; she left  her children with some people who cared for them; 
she went to the desert of Scetis, and she donated her wealth to the monks and cler-
ics. And one time, she was imprisoned, and when the governor realized that she 
was a Roman woman, he released her, and they established a monastery in Jerusa-
lem. . . . Th ey established a monastery in Jerusalem in which were fi ft y virgins. And 
Saint Jerome knew her. And Melania the Elder was the one at whose hands Saint 
Mār Ūghrīs repented. She was the one who guided him to repentance, and he later 
entered the monastic life and became Saint Mār Ūghrīs. Th ey call him Saint 
Evagrius. Her [i.e., Melania’s] third son got married and had a child named Mela-
nia. Th is is Melania the Younger, granddaughter of Melania the Elder. She grew up 
and got married, and then later entered the monastic life and made an agreement 
with her husband that they would live as brothers. Th ey lived as brothers, and then 
her husband entered the monastic life in a monastery, and she also entered the 
monastic life in a monastery. And she also established monasteries for male monks 
and for female monks. And she concerned herself with hospitals and with the care 
of churches. And aft er [experiencing] all her jewelry, clothing, and wealth, and 
wearing simple clothes like her maidservants, she established a women’s monastery 
and lived in it. She ate once a day in the evening: dry bread. She concerned herself 
with prayer, reading, contemplation, and the memorization of verses. She visited 
the holy places, and she visited the deserts of Egypt and was blessed by the ancho-
rites. And she visited the Mount of Olives and established a monastery for women 
there under her direction. And she received Communion before her death and she 
and her mother [i.e., her grandmother] are among the great saints of the church.
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Th is essay began as an homage to Elizabeth Clark, written for a conference held in 
April 2013 to honor her countless contributions as colleague, mentor, and friend—
a true pioneer in the study of early Christianity and the religious worlds of late 
antiquity. Having undertaken to write a paper that somehow concerns one of the 
Melanias, I found myself feeling rather daunted. Rereading Clark’s scholarship, I 
had a growing and foreboding sense of myself as merely adding a minor footnote 
to a magnum opus. How, indeed, to say more when Clark has done her work with 
such erudition, scrupulous attention to detail, and indeed comprehensiveness? 
Th e experience was not so much one of déjà lu as déjà écrit. Anything one may 
write has already been written . . . by Clark herself.1

But, in returning to the Life of Melania the Younger after the two decades or 
more since I last read it, I found myself thinking above all about the intellectual 
context in which Clark first produced her translation and commentary—a context 
in which women’s history was just emerging as a field of academic inquiry. Back 
in the late 1970s and early 1980s, there was a kind of exhilaration that emerged 
out of the experience of discovery—women’s voices and women’s lives being lifted 
up out of the archives and situated in the big story of the past. At the time, there 
was something radical and subversive about the restorative practice of expand-
ing history’s repertoire. Emblematic of such intellectual commitments, one of the 
earliest second-wave books of women’s history published during these heady years 
of intellectual insurrection by feminist historians bore the declarative and insist-
ent title We Were There.2 The title itself signaled the then-radical assertion that 
the conventional erasures of the experiences and historical contributions of half 
the human race left accounts of the past wanting and partial. At the same time, it 
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also enacted a kind of representational politics, seeking to answer an unabashedly 
activist question: But where are the women?

For people interested in things premodern and religious, the project of answering 
the activist question became an academic imperative as well as a challenging activ-
ity of patchwork and inference, demanding a flexible methodology that attended 
to fragments of testimony drawn from archives whose histories were themselves 
products of complex transmissions and omissions. These obstacles notwithstand-
ing, feminist scholars mined the literary sources, lining up details from ancient his-
torians next to passing comments in letters and lives, and bit by bit a new (and more 
inclusive) version of the story emerged, and certain things came into view: political 
and theological conflicts, networks of affiliation and patronage, institutions founded 
and sustained. Yet there remained an uncannily hagiographical echo reverberating 
amid (at least some of the reception of) this intellectual labor, historical women 
morphing into exemplars, their life stories heard as responses to an almost utopian 
longing for an unearthed, long-buried narrative about the past that might portend a 
still different, brighter future. This is not to dismiss altogether the notion of the uto-
pian, which has contributed richly to feminist theory and activism, but to recognize 
its sometimes vexed relationship to the project of feminist critique.3

Then two things happened more or less at the same time: first, women’s his-
tory seemed to have run its course, giving way to the history of gender, or the 
history of sexuality, or both. Second, history itself took a turn, variously character-
ized as the linguistic turn, the literary turn, or the cultural turn. The conversation 
changed as the theoretical frameworks of semiotics, rhetoric, and poststructuralist 
critique replaced the certainties of We Were There with the seductive instabilities 
of différance. There was no single watershed moment, but surely at least one criti-
cal turning point was the publication of Joan Wallach Scott’s now-canonical essay 
“Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis” in the American Historical 
Review in 1986. In this essay, Scott formulated a twofold definition of gender (as a 
mode for expressing cultural meanings associated with perceived sexual difference 
and as a way of codifying and signifying power).4 Even though Scott herself had 
originally written the title of her essay as a question—“Is Gender a Useful Category 
of Historical Analysis?”—and then had seen her question turned into a declaration 
by the editors of the AHR, who insisted that the titles of articles in the journal could 
not end in a question mark, her essay nevertheless signaled a critical turn.5 Atten-
tion pivoted away from women’s history as a subset of social history and toward a 
cultural or ideological history, attentive to how language and other processes of sig-
nification produce certain historical effects. Women did not fully disappear as his-
torical actors, but the self-evidence of the category itself was called thoroughly into 
question. Increasingly scholars began to focus their attention on how talk about 
and cultural representations of women serve political and theological ends, regard-
less of the presence or absence of women as historical actors in the contestations 
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in question. Clark herself documented some of the impact of these changes for the 
field of early Christian studies in her 1998 essay “The Lady Vanishes.”6 This move 
was not without controversy: whereas some critics of the literary turn worried over 
the erasure or effacement of historical women, others insisted that the writing of 
history cannot be held captive to an untheorized or undertheorized identity poli-
tics. As Joan Scott put it in her most recent book, The Fantasy of Feminist History, 
“identities don’t preexist their strategic political invocations.”7

The older question of Where are the women? was a question, then, posed by 
and for social history. Ironically, for the history of early Christianity, hagiography 
answered the question, but answered it slant, as Emily Dickinson might have put 
it. That is, social history is precisely the sort of history that hagiography is ill-
equipped to address in the first place, since it answers to a different set of impera-
tives and logics and operates at a different register. In order to make late ancient 
hagiography answer to the imperatives of twentieth-century social-historical com-
mitments, one would have had to contain the wild excesses of hagiography within 
a kind of reductive framework. Meanwhile, the hagiographical tradition also hap-
pened to muddle the purportedly transparent identity categories presupposed 
by the question Where are the women? Christian hagiography put the spotlight 
on exemplary women but then immediately and delightfully called their stable 
identities as women into question. We know this now to be a commonplace in 
early Christian sources, including the Life of Melania the Younger, where, in the 
prologue, her biographer commits himself to narrating “the manly deeds of this 
blessed woman.”8 Later, he testifies to her reception by the monks at Nitria “as if 
she were a man,” when “in truth, she had been detached from the female nature 
and had acquired a masculine disposition, or rather a heavenly one.”9 Old-school 
hagiography was an occasion of gender trouble avant la lettre. In this sense, Mela-
nia is the kind of saint that even Judith Butler could love.

What exactly are we to do with hagiographical literature like The Life of Mela-
nia the Younger, having passed through the age of We Were There and through 
the time of the linguistic (or literary or cultural) turn? Now that even Judith But-
ler and Joan Scott have been heard in public uttering an exasperated and near-
heretical “Enough already with gender!”10—where are we to turn? What is the 
feminist future of the past?

To think this question through, I find myself putting three different theoretical 
fragments together—fragments concerning the genre of hagiography, figurations 
of sanctity, and a recent turn in political philosophy: not a linguistic turn, but a 
religious one.

Fragment one: Michel de Certeau’s theoretical refl ection on the genre of hagiography 
as a variant of historiography, a variant he seeks to rescue from expulsion from the 
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professional practice of thinking about and reconstructing the past.11 Certeau opens 
his essay on the question with an evocation of hagiography’s marginality, transgres-
siveness, and otherness: “On the outer edge of historiography,” he announces, “as its 
temptation and betrayal, there exists another discourse . . . a corpus of diff erence.”12 
It is a discourse that violates norms, speaks the language of the body and narratively 
thematizes whole “systems of representation.”13 So—hagiography as a marginal, 
excessive, morally charged discourse of diff erence, uncannily akin to feminist theo-
ry’s own intervention into historiography and academic writing as a whole, via the 
notion of diff érance.

Fragment two: the recent religious turn in certain political-theory circles on the 
left and the consequent emergence of the figure of the saint as a privileged signifier 
for resistance and critique. For example, in “Politics, Psychoanalysis, and Religion 
in the Age of Terror,” a chapter of his recent book on Marxism and psychoanalysis 
in Latin America, the literary critic Bruno Bosteels observes how philosophers on 
the left in recent years have not merely turned toward religion and political theol-
ogy as resources for theoretical renewal but specifically have sought “to model 
new forms of militantism upon the figure of the saint.”14 Bosteels cites Badiou’s 
and Žižek’s Saint Paul, Hardt and Negri’s Saint Francis, and alongside them Der-
rida’s engagement with Saint Augustine (and Hélène Cixous’s portrait of Jacques 
Derrida as a Young Jewish Saint). Bosteels writes: “The saint confronts us with a 
tangle of references at the intersection between politics, religion, and psychoanaly-
sis. In fact, insofar as saints seem to come marching in at an almost unstoppable 
speed, few tasks could be more urgent today than to begin unraveling this dense 
tangle of references.”15 The remainder of the chapter engages in a close reading of 
the Argentine theorist León Rozitchner’s La cosa y la cruz: Cristianismo y capital-
ismo (en torno a las Confesiones de san Agustín).16 Rozitchner’s book is a subject 
for a different day, but Bosteels’s provocation is nevertheless compelling, and as 
confounding as I can find the likes of Badiou and Žižek (among others) in their 
attempts to make Paul the patron saint of their own minds,17 I nevertheless find 
myself wondering how this turn to sanctity among political philosophers relates 
to the project of understanding how late ancient sources are renewed by new theo-
retical framings at different moments in scholarly history.

Fragment three: taking up Joan Scott’s insistence that identities do not preexist 
their strategic political invocations, what would it mean to think now about the 
identity, not of woman or women, but of the saint as an identity currently invoked 
strategically and politically in so many venues? And what would it mean to read 
the Life of Melania the Younger in such terms—not as an empirical history of a 
particular early Christian woman, which we have already concluded is a dead end, 
but as an instantiation of the very category of saintliness—and a saintliness that 
not only addresses political and theological conflicts in her own time or its imme-
diate aftermath but also offers a critique for other times as well? And may thinking 
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about Melania in these terms offer an opportunity for a feminist intervention into 
the new hagiography of the political left, which seems to be reinscribing a par-
ticular masculinist genealogy of Christian sainthood in its exuberance for its own 
religious turn? What may such a reading look like?

Rereading The Life of Melania the Younger with these questions in mind produced 
a renewed sense of its remarkable strangeness, its radical inversions of conven-
tional values, its peculiar attention to unresolved details, its “holy zones of weird-
ness,” to invoke Kathleen Skerrett’s evocative turn of phrase.18 If the saint has come 
in recent years to stand for a disruption of the dominant paradigms and a possible 
resource for critique, can Melania be reread—not as a straightforward exemplar 
of early Christian womanhood but as a saintly if ambivalent avatar for a hyperma-
terialist age?

On one reading, The Life of Melania the Younger may seem to be just one more 
example of the genre of the saint’s life, trafficking in familiar tropes: noble birth 
(blood as “a metaphor for grace,” as Certeau puts it),19 a series of encounters with 
obstacles and opponents (wealth, parental authority, the weather, heresy, the devil 
himself), numerous opportunities to display virtue through ascetical rigors, vari-
ous accounts of miraculous interventions and wise teachings, and a narrative arc 
that culminates in the rewards of eternal life. Articulated in a genre akin to the 
ancient romance, the saint’s life performs what Certeau calls “a ‘vacation’ func-
tion.”20 It offers itself up as a delicious, even forbidden treat—as Melania herself is 
said, having finished her more sober meal of scripture and homilies, to have gob-
bled up the lives of the Fathers as if she were eating dessert.21 A brief aside on the 
sweet delectability of saintly stories: One begins to wonder about the archetypical 
possibilities of the reception of saints’ lives in their forbidden deliciousness when, 
a millennium and a half later, the classicist, translator, and poet Anne Carson con-
fesses in an essay on women mystics that, at age five, she needed to be restrained 
from her own exuberantly readerly response to a book of saints’ lives, whose words 
and images were so luscious that she wanted to eat the pages.22

So, on one reading, The Life of Melania the Younger merely presents itself as 
another example of a familiar (if delicious) genre. But the Life is also filled with 
so many curious details, excesses that complicate the path from renunciation to 
reward considerably, details that invite us to a rereading focusing less on gender 
than on saintliness. In their 2011 edited volume, Saints: Faith without Borders, the 
medievalist Françoise Meltzer and the late ancient art historian Jaś Elsner begin 
by reflecting on modernity’s fascination with “excess, marginality, transgression, 
porous subjectivity—terms that also define the curious category of the saint.”23 
Saints, they argue, are aligned with rhetorical forms that are by definition exorbi-
tant. Their bodies are sites of surplus, their worlds filled with endless antinomies.24 



276    Modernities

Their very existence as saints refuses domestication and, more broadly, the under-
lying structures that govern the household: oikonomia itself.

The refusal of domestication and of oikonomia lies at the heart of Melania’s 
story, even as it is a story of longing for a different kind of home. The narrative is 
framed by this opposition: her biographer opens the narrative by telling his read-
ers that Melania is from a senatorial family, “foremost among Romans of senato-
rial rank.”25 Seventy chapters later, as he narrates her afterlife, she is welcomed into 
eternity by heavenly royalty: angels, prophets, apostles, and martyrs—one elite 
social formation exchanged for another, one familial framework for another, an 
earthly home abandoned in search of a heavenly one.

But this exchange takes place through a relentless lifetime of smaller material 
transactions. Indeed, the Life stages the refusal of oikonomia most notably through 
a seemingly endless series of entanglements with property, problems of owner-
ship, and the power of money. Melania does not struggle for a moment against 
the corrupting diversions of sexual desire (at least not against her own)—indeed, 
she is described from the start as wounded by divine love and filled with hatred 
for the world after having had the experience of marriage.26 But as she tries to 
extricate herself from the conventional demands of her marital circumstances, 
she sets herself to remaking her own subjectivity in other terms. In the process, 
she turns the tables on the relationship between sex and money. Moreover, the 
inconvenient children she has borne are meanwhile dispatched with remarkable 
narrative economy, and Melania is left to bask in her mystical and quasi-erotic 
woundedness. But in this whole narrative process, Melania introduces an alterna-
tive economy, domesticity, and sexuality into the mix. As the story unfolds, she is 
not above manipulation, subterfuge, or shady side deals to get her way, and even at 
one point stages a dramatic hunger strike to resist her parents’ authority.

Melania emerges early on in the narrative as a precocious ascetic, wounded by 
divine love, yearning for Christ from her earliest youth, longing for bodily chastity. 
But her drive toward sexual purity appears rather remarkably in the terms of mon-
etary exchange. Having “had the experience of marriage and totally despising the 
world,” in desperation (“begging . . . with much piteous wailing”), she comes up 
with an ingenious quid pro quo, an inverted prostitution: in place of the conven-
tional prostitutional exchange—sex for money—she offers her husband instead 
all her property in exchange for no-sex. If this is not a parody of the transactions 
of prostitution, then it is certainly an inversionary send-up of the conventional 
marriage contract. For she proposes to her young husband—she is fourteen; he is 
seventeen—an explicit exchange, a pact: “If, my lord, you consent to practice chas-
tity along with me and live with me according to the law of continence, I contract 
with you as the lord and master of my life. If, however, this seems burdensome to 
you, and if you do not have the strength to bear the burning passion of youth, just 
look: I place before you all my possessions; hereafter you are master of them and 
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may use them as you wish, if only you will leave my body free so that I may present 
it spotless, with my soul, to Christ on that fearsome day. For it is in this way that I 
shall fulfill my desire for God [tēn kata Theon mou epithymian].”27 This proposed 
property exchange, this inverted marriage contract, opens up the prospect that she 
might pursue with unreserved fervor her true love-object: God.

Melania’s relationship to money and property continues to dominate the entire 
narrative. Born into unfathomable wealth, she becomes both a disobedient daugh-
ter and a class traitor in her relentless desire to divest herself of her property. The 
Life devotes several chapters to Melania’s project of divestment, part of her and her 
husband’s larger project of making themselves “enemies to the confusions of secu-
lar life.”28 The chapters about property, though polemically devoted to a broader 
narrative arc about Melania’s single-minded commitment to ascetical renuncia-
tion, inadvertently introduce a more complicated story about the problematic 
adhesiveness of private ownership. It is easier, it seems, for a camel to pass through 
the eye of a needle than for even the most determined Roman aristocrat to dispose 
of her obscene surplus of wealth.

Weighted down by houses and estates and slaves in Rome, its suburbs, and 
several imperial provinces, Melania and her husband encounter multiple obstacles 
to divestment. Where other saints’ lives typically dispatch worldly possessions in 
a few short sentences, here the narrator lingers over the problems associated with 
getting rid of all the property. So, Pinian’s house in Rome is unsalable because 
no one—not a single senator nor even the empress Serena herself—has enough 
money to buy it for what it is worth, and ultimately “they let it go for less than 
nothing since it was burned [after the barbarian invasion of Rome].”29 There are 
other properties around Rome, Italy, Spain, Campania, and beyond that need all 
to be sold. When these are finally disposed of just in advance of Alaric’s invasion, 
people say how lucky they were to sell before the arrival of the barbarians.30 And 
yet, still more properties remain to be dispatched—in Sicily, Africa, Mauretania, 
Britain, and beyond.31

Real estate is not Melania’s only vexing problem when it comes to her property. 
Perhaps the most curious episodes in the Life concern the disposition of the slaves 
on her and Pinian’s estate outside Rome. Upon learning of their plans to sell their 
slaves, Pinian’s brother Severus reportedly stirs up the slaves, who say: “If we are 
forced to be sold, rather than to be put on the open market, we prefer to have 
your brother Severus as our master and buy us.”32 Although clearly an opportun-
istic and self-serving effort on the part of Severus to benefit from his brother’s 
impulse toward divestment, the upheaval it represents is attributed by the narrator 
to a cosmic opponent: “the devil, the enemy of truth.” Within a few sentences, the 
slaves’ request (whatever its proximate cause) becomes transformed into an occa-
sion “when their slaves in the suburbs revolted.”33 It is too much to expect that a 
narrative from this period would contain the seeds of an abolitionist impulse. Yet 
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it is noteworthy that, at the level of the narrative’s logic, the enslaved multitude of 
Melania’s domestic and agricultural workforce remains cast either still as (actual 
or potential) property or as pawns in a cosmic drama, pitting the saint against the 
forces of perdition. Indeed, it is this conflict that causes Melania to manipulate 
her network and to appeal directly to the empress Serena for help to resolve the 
situation. So much for simple divestment–divestment that might, theoretically at 
least, have included manumission of the enslaved workers. Melania stays uneasily 
embedded in the economic networks and spheres of influence that come to her as 
her birthright, even as she seeks to get out from under them.

The overarching goal of the various proposed transactions scattered through-
out the narrative is the divestment of property, but every narrative instance ends 
up emphasizing the near-impossibility of Melania’s making a definitive deal. Her 
proposed antimarriage contract is neither accepted nor rejected. Rather her virtue 
is put in spiritual escrow by Pinian, who insists that they must have two children 
before entertaining a life of married chastity. In the case of Melania’s slaves, the 
property itself—the enslaved workers on Melania’s estate outside Rome—refuses 
to perform its assigned role as the object to be exchanged in the service of Mela-
nia’s progressive spiritual journey. Indeed, as the narrative unfolds, one has a 
sense of all elements of the material world and the materialization of wealth itself 
as embodiments or instantiations of excess, wildness, noncooperation with 
sanctity—sanctity’s twin and opposite: the house that is too expensive to find a 
buyer and ends up in ashes following the barbarian invasions, the slaves whose 
audacity to express a preference regarding to whom they might be sold framed 
as demonically inspired—and later, gifts and tips refused, the gold coins hidden 
in hermits’ caves but theatrically rejected by their recipients, and so on. No trans-
action is ever straightforwardly resolved in this life; money and property adhere 
uneasily to the saint, possessions themselves stubbornly and sometimes demoni-
cally seeking to possess her.

The devil himself intervenes explicitly in chapters 17 and 18 of the Life, taunt-
ing Melania by suggesting that she is trying to buy her way into heaven—“What 
sort of place is this Kingdom of Heaven, that it can be bought with so much 
money?”34—and by emphasizing the value and beauty of her estate, an argument 
that she must fight off with thoughts of the vulnerability of these riches “that today 
exist and tomorrow will be destroyed by the barbarians, or by fire, or by time, or by 
some other circumstance”—though even here, there is no complete disruption of 
oikonomia possible, only the substitution of “these corruptible things” by “eternal 
goods that exist forever.”35 And virtue itself and religious devotions are pursued 
not for their own sake but to assure an advantageous place in the future divine 
economy: pieties and rigors point toward “reward . . . in the age to come.”36

There are many other places in the text where the paradoxes of Melania’s wealth 
and property, where monetary transactions that serve the larger project emerge 
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in quirky details: on the verge of the birth of her second doomed child, Melania 
keeps vigil all night—the Feast of St. Lawrence—and, according to the Latin ver-
sion of the Life, bribes the eunuchs sent by her father to surveil her not to betray 
her to him.37 Later, the Life informs us that “by money and admonitions she per-
suaded many young men and women to stay clear of licentiousness and an impure 
manner of life,”38 another occasion of the exchange of money for no-sex. Despite 
her reportedly complete divestment of property, she nevertheless buys islands for 
monks and builds and endows monasteries.39 These transactions can withstand 
closer analysis, but for the purposes of this essay I simply want to emphasize the 
remarkable way in which money and property keep reappearing as the centerpiece 
of Melania’s sanctity—but in a paradoxical yet inescapable fashion.

Th ere is more to be said about materiality and the paradoxical role of property in 
the Life of Melania, but this short exercise in reading for the identity of the saint in 
this text—an identity produced out of strategic political invocation, as Joan Scott 
would have it—draws our attention to the enigmatic places in the text, the odd 
narrative circlings-back, the attention to material details: the holy zones of weird-
ness that may make a productive sort of imaginative intervention into our own 
peculiar historical moment when oikonomia (as both economy and the house-
hold) is both the source and the subject of such complicated contestation.

Melania’s struggles to extract herself from the system of wealth and exchange 
that entangled her, her desire for a different set of entanglements, mark her with 
the sign of saintliness—an excessive refusal of the prevailing systems of value. But 
what of the contemporary embrace of the saint in our own time? Likely it is no 
accident but rather an acknowledgment of the saint as a potentially productive 
figure for the refusal of our own prevailing systems of value—in particular the 
market. Taking the matter a step further, does not the study of the saint (such study 
as a synecdoche for humanistic inquiry as a whole) also perform a similar refusal 
of the ubiquity of market forces?

In a recent essay, Adi Ophir briefly traces the history of Geisteswissenschaften, 
arguing that the radical challenge of the humanities (“the sciences of the spirit”) 
resides “not in their subject matter but rather the way men and women of spirit 
spend their time. . . . This activity involves a labor of the mind detached from any 
necessity, in which the product cannot be dissociated from the process and cannot 
be imagined or modeled beforehand; the product’s value cannot be estimated in 
advance, and often not in retrospect.”40 There is of course a limit to the analogy I 
am sketching: the humanities are not a religious or theological project, and scholars 
are not, generally speaking, exactly saintly. But there remains something suggestive 
in the attention that the saint receives at the moment, invested with a mix of resist-
ance and hopefulness. When Ophir writes of the history of Geisteswissenschaften, 
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he emphasizes how the spirit figures simultaneously as an effect of subtraction and 
as a supplement.41 In this frame, one finds a reflection of the hagiographical figu-
rations of the saint (Melania) in scholarly efforts to retrieve from an ancient life a 
story worthy of historical analysis, both hagiography and scholarly reconstruction 
indifferent to the logics of exchange and use value, committed rather to an alterna-
tive living-out of a different set of values. This is not to romanticize the figure of 
either Melania or the scholar who spends time reconstructing the history of the text 
that once celebrated her existence or translating that text for an audience of mod-
ern readers. But it is to notice that both projects—Melania’s exhausting and imper-
fectly achieved project of separating herself from her material possessions and the 
scholar’s attention to long-past religious impulses, activities, and affinities—(both 
projects) resist the dominant economic logics of their own moments, the tenden-
cies of their social worlds to define value solely in terms of use and exchange and to 
reduce all other forms of activity to incoherence and waste.

As the production of knowledge has moved from the reconstruction of wom-
en’s history through a feminist history of différance and the cultural turn, and now 
on to the rereading of saintly histories in the service of recuperating the figure 
of the saint as a political resource for cultural critique and even for a defense of 
the life of the mind, perhaps the Life of Melania the Younger may offer up a small 
supplement—in all its enigmatic peculiarity—to the broader project of theorizing 
saintliness in our own moment of vexed political economy.
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In Th e Pasteurization of France, the philosopher and historian of science Bruno 
Latour masterfully dispels the notion that the phenomenon we know by the name 
Louis Pasteur was an autonomous and self-suffi  cient thinker single-handedly 
unlocking the secrets of the microbe.1 Despite the pervasive mystique surrounding 
Pasteur, Latour is intent on demonstrating that this fi gure is better understood as 
one node in a wide-ranging web of social agents and material forces, a web that 
included broad networks of medical researchers and social reformers, global polit-
ical and colonial interests, emerging mechanisms for the dissemination of scien-
tifi c discovery, specifi c items of medical apparatus, and even the microbes them-
selves, which could be identifi ed, cultivated, and mobilized to establish new forms 
of scientifi c truth. Pasteur’s discoveries and their impact, together with the indi-
vidual agency of the fi gure himself, were not the product of a singular genius but a 
development of that complex web. As Latour explains: “A crowd may move a 
mountain; a single man cannot. If, therefore, we say of a man that he has moved a 
mountain, it is because he has been credited with (or has appropriated) the work 
of the crowd that he claimed to command but that he also followed.”2

The essays collected in this volume bear ample witness to Latour’s argument. 
Just as the nineteenth-century Louis Pasteur can best be understood by consider-
ing his place within the broad network that constituted his conditions of possibil-
ity, so also Melania the Elder and Melania the Younger, these intriguing aristocratic 
Roman women, can best be understood by exploring their positions with much 
broader social and material structures. The authors of the essays compiled here 
demonstrate the centrality of expansive systems in constituting these women—
systems of late ancient property ownership and economic exchange, social class, 
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household and gender regulation, religious difference and conflict, geographic and 
material environments, even modern cultural and scholarly appropriation. What 
we can see of the personal agency of the Melanias unfolds within that network, 
and that agency itself is, in turn, a product of the workings of the network. Extend-
ing the narration of the lives of these women to include the range of agents, institu-
tions, and forces that gave them shape provides invaluable new insights on these 
women and their significance in early Christian history.

At the same time, as the essays in this volume also attest, renarrating the lives 
of these women also opens a rich window onto the current state of the scholarly 
study of the late ancient Christian world. The very structure of this volume dem-
onstrates the vitality and breadth of contemporary early Christian studies. The 
authors of these essays ask compelling new questions—many without definitive 
answers—as they use the lives of the Melanias to move the scholarly conversation 
in provocative new directions.

In this regard, these authors demonstrate the deep influence of their mentor, 
Elizabeth A. Clark. As the introduction to this volume explains, Clark’s work has 
revolutionized early Christian studies. In a series of groundbreaking texts since 
the late 1970s, she has expanded the canon, challenged entrenched scholarly cat-
egories, introduced invaluable new methodological tools, and taught by example 
the value of historicizing and contextualizing every aspect of the historian’s craft.

Bruno Latour warns us against simplistic hagiography, a caution we should 
surely heed here. Elizabeth Clark’s career reflects the dramatic theoretical revolu-
tion that has spread throughout the humanities since the 1960s. By the 1980s the 
field of patristics itself was evolving in ways that could receive her insights (despite 
some hard-worn growing pains). Surely the crop of emerging young scholars who 
gravitated to study with Clark demonstrates the receptivity to her work in the most 
fertile academic quarters. Liz Clark did not move a mountain single-handedly, but 
at the same time she was in the vanguard, exerting enormous energy, creativity, and 
methodological innovation as she worked to remake the craft of late ancient history.3

Early Christian studies has changed dramatically under Clark’s tutelage, but 
her influence has also spread far beyond that specific field of inquiry. Throughout 
her career, Clark’s work has both reflected and inspired enormous transformation 
within the discipline of religious studies more broadly. Over the past six decades, 
the academic study of religion has expanded dramatically, moving from its earlier 
home in denominational schools and seminaries and into new university settings, 
particularly public research universities. These new departments came to house an 
extraordinary array of scholars trained in fields as varied as textual studies and liter-
ary theory, history, ethnography, sociology, psychology, philosophy, art, archaeol-
ogy, and critical cultural theory. As Mark C. Taylor has underscored, this expansion 
in institutional context, together with the growing cultural emphasis over recent 
decades on multiculturalism and pluralism, has prompted major changes in the 
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discipline.4 Religious dogmatism is no longer so dominant in teaching or research 
in these new contexts, and the distinction between religious studies and theological 
studies has become far more pronounced in many quarters. At the same time, the 
confluence of divergent methods in these new settings has provided an opening for 
new forms of critical social analysis of the operations of religion.

Other changes have also taken root. Religion, the concept at the heart of this 
discipline, has always proved notoriously difficult to define.5 But that difficulty 
assumed a different tone in light of Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s recognition of the 
specifically Western (and Christian) origins of the modern notion of religion.6 A 
generation of recent scholars has worked to excavate the concrete genealogy of the 
concept—the deep level at which it is shaped by Christian, and specifically Protes-
tant, theological norms.

Even as the discipline’s central concept has been historicized in new ways, so 
also a host of related disciplinary vocabulary (foundational terms such as myth, 
mysticism, ritual, and so on) has been subjected to similar critical, historical anal-
ysis. At the same time, a range of other scholars—using the tools of Marxism, 
postcolonial theory, and other critical methods—has moved to interrogate the 
concrete ideological foundations on which the discipline of religious studies itself 
rests. The cultural history of the study of religion has become a major source of 
critical self-reflection for the discipline, and this inquiry has, in turn, shed invalu-
able light on the constitution of Western modernity more broadly.

Elizabeth Clark has been a central figure in the critical turn that has charac-
terized religious studies over recent decades. Her work is permeated with deep 
critical insight, and her writing has modeled the application of tools drawn from 
contemporary literary and critical social theory to late ancient studies. Clark has 
utilized—and honed—conceptual resources drawn from critical methods ranging 
from feminist theory to social-network theory. In her 2004 History, Theory, Text: 
Historians and the Linguistic Turn, for example, she worked to demonstrate to a 
new generation of historians the bounty to be found in literary and cultural theory 
for the study of historical texts.7 In that book, she offered a masterful survey of an 
enormous range of contemporary critical theory, but her primary objective was 
to contextualize these new approaches within an expansive intellectual history, 
showing their deep links to long-standing epistemological issues central to the 
historical method. And in this context, Clark also offered concrete case studies 
to demonstrate the value of these theoretical tools for the study of premodernity.

In addition, over her career Clark has worked to offer invaluable critical inter-
rogation of concepts such as orthodoxy, heterodoxy, and other terms central to the 
vocabulary of modern scholarship on religion. In her most recent publications, 
Clark has turned explicitly to explore the cultural history of the study of religion, 
as she has worked to excavate the cultural dynamics within which early church his-
tory was institutionalized in American higher education through the nineteenth 
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and the early twentieth century.8 This recent research has focused on the ideologi-
cal and social interests—and unexpected preoccupations—that shaped the study 
of Christian history in these new institutional settings.

One of the great testaments to Clark’s vision has been the array of scholars from 
wide-ranging fields of study who have benefited from her insights and her exam-
ple. Clark’s work is deeply grounded in the methods of history, and that grounding 
has allowed her not simply to utilize static theoretical tools but instead to test and 
modify—and often sharpen—those tools as she engages her source materials and 
historical contexts. Clark’s methodological prowess, her intellectual rigor, and her 
theoretical sophistication have given her an authority to assess the value of criti-
cal methods and concepts that few contemporary scholars can equal. Her work is 
invaluable to an enormous range of historians (of the late ancient world, of premo-
dernity, and of Western culture more broadly), religious studies scholars of every 
variety, critical theorists, and creative thinkers throughout the humanities.

Elizabeth Clark’s scholarly career has exemplified a range of intellectual vir-
tues, beginning with her boundless energy, deep curiosity, and meticulous atten-
tion to detail. But Clark has also shown a deep recognition that she cannot work 
alone—her efforts have turned on her ability to mobilize a broad cadre of students, 
colleagues, and intellectual companions toward common scholarly passions. 
Through her boundless hospitality and deep generosity, her diligent mentoring 
and promotion of a new generation of scholars and colleagues, and her graceful 
leadership within the institutions of her scholarly disciplines, Clark has mobilized 
and inspired a broad network of compatriots and institutional structures, all in an 
effort to challenge the status quo in unexpected ways, to invigorate the imagina-
tion of what is possible, to help make the world anew.

NOTES

1. Bruno Latour, Th e Pasteurization of France, trans. Alan Sheridan and John Law (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988).

2. Ibid., 22.
3. See in this regard Elizabeth A. Castelli, “Th e Future of Sainthood,” in this volume.
4. Mark C. Taylor, “Introduction,” in Taylor, ed., Critical Terms for Religious Studies (Chicago: Uni-

versity of Chicago Press, 1998), 12–13.
5. See, for example, James H. Leuba, “Appendix,” in A Psychological Study of Religion: Its Origin, 

Function, and Future (New York: AMS Press, 1912), 339–61, listing almost fi ft y defi nitions of “religion” 
from various major thinkers beyond the set of defi nitions Leuba addresses in the body of his text.

6. See Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Th e Meaning and End of Religion: A New Approach to the Religious 
Traditions of Mankind (New York: Macmillan, 1963).

7. See Elizabeth A. Clark, History, Th eory, Text: Historians and the Linguistic Turn (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2004).

8. See Elizabeth A. Clark, Founding the Fathers: Early Church History and Protestant Professors in 
Nineteenth-Century America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011).
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