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CHAPTER 1

Hope and Futurity: Emotions, Strategies, 
and Virtues in the Premodern World

Oana-Maria Cojocaru and Ville Vuolanto

Introduction

Throughout history, people have gone on with their lives despite many 
kinds of trials and tribulations. What force empowers them to push 
through such circumstances? What enables people to live a meaningful life 
in the face of inevitable death? The contributions to this collective volume 
suggest that hope is an answer to these questions, and together they show 
that hope has always been a central factor in everyday life through which 
individuals and communities look to the future, as well as one of the main 
strategies to manage uncertainty and anxiety, mitigate despair, and to give 
meaning to life.

In this book, then, we analyse the life situations and changing responses 
to them in the context of hope and futurity from a longue durée perspec-
tive. We concentrate on the ways in which people negotiated the future for 
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themselves, their families, and wider communities in ancient, Byzantine, 
Western medieval, and early modern Europe, with a special focus on the 
practices and practicalities of everyday life. Analysing how premodern 
societies found ways to manage anxieties about the future amidst cultural 
changes allows us to better understand the motivations behind the actions 
and behaviour of individuals and communities in particular cultural and 
social contexts—even in our own contemporary world. Yet, hope has only 
too seldom been discussed in historical research from this perspective. 
Hence, it is a largely untapped source for offering methodologically a fresh 
perspective on human experiences and actions. Indeed, hope, understood 
here as a future-oriented agentic positive disposition, refers not only to a 
psychological state maintaining meaningfulness in life; it also points to 
goal-orientedness and strategic agency.1

However, as historians, we would emphasize here the culturally condi-
tioned and changing aspect of experiencing and seeking the sense of hope, 
and our approach is rooted in cultural and social history. For us, emotions 
are a social phenomenon, and our aim is to study the experiential and 
performative aspects of hope and futurity. What kind of practices and strat-
egies were adopted in everyday life to maintain a sense of hope and pre-
pare for the future? How did the social and cultural changes over the 
centuries affect the cultural discourses, practices, and strategies connected 
with hope and futurity from Homeric Greece to early modern Europe? 
Comparing the continuities and changes in how both individuals and 
communities pursued their future-oriented goals is a central theme of 
the book.

Methodologically, our book draws on the history of emotions and 
experiences, connecting with these theories developed in the social sci-
ences. The most important methodological concepts are cultural scripts, 
emotional communities, terror management theory, and strategies for the 
sense of hope, which will be further dealt with in the next sections. Thus, 
our focus is on the socially shared and culturally mediated processes of 
making life meaningful. These processes affect how people respond to and 
interpret their experiences, manage their emotions, mitigate their 
existential anxieties, and make sense of their world, including its cultural 
structures and social relations.

1 Our definition of hope has been strongly informed by studies in psychology, esp. by 
Richard Lazarus, David Feldman, and Charles Snyder. On this, see below.

  O.-M. COJOCARU AND V. VUOLANTO
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In what follows, we will provide an overview of the research field of 
emotions in the premodern world, after which we will present the status 
quo of research on hope, positioning the present volume conceptually and 
methodologically within these fields. A short synopsis of the individual 
contributions at the end of the introduction will reveal that our approach 
differs considerably from some earlier studies, as our point of departure is 
not rooted in conceptual history, that is, we are not so much interested in 
how the “hope words” were used (like spes in Latin, elpis in Greek), but 
instead we aim at tracking future-oriented agentic positive dispositions in 
our sources.

Studying Premodern Hope in the Context 
of Emotions

Studies on emotions and states of minds2 in the context of ancient philo-
sophical theory have a long background in twentieth-century scholarship. 
Aristotle’s and Plato’s ideas of emotions, and more specifically the Stoic 
view of passions and apatheia, have been especially popular research top-
ics. During the last twenty years, the study of emotions in the ancient and 
medieval world has expanded considerably. In this, scholars have joined in 
the general interest in emotions in the human sciences. They have used 
both the viewpoints developed by historians working with other periods 
and societies and theories developed by modern psychologists and 
sociologists.3

Still, until recently especially ancient scholarship largely concentrated 
on conceptual questions, often neglecting the socio-cultural contexts of 
emotions. Alternatively, studies have focused on a particular emotion in a 
rather restricted textual context. This is reflected, for example, in the way 

2 We will not go deeper here into the discussion over the relationships between emotions, 
feelings, passions, and states of mind. On this, see e.g. Boddice, History of Emotions, 41–53.

3 For ancient history, see esp. Chaniotis (ed.), Unveiling Emotions III; Cairns (ed.), A 
Cultural History of the Emotions in Antiquity; Cairns and Nelis (eds.), Emotions in the 
Classical World; Chaniotis and Ducrey (eds.), Unveiling Emotions II; Chaniotis (ed.), 
Unveiling Emotions: Sources and Methods. For the medieval and early modern periods, Ruys 
and Monagle (eds.), A Cultural History of the Emotions in the Middle Ages; Broomhall and 
Lynch, A Cultural History of the Emotions in the Late Medieval, Reformation and Renaissance 
Age; Rosenwein, Generations of Feelings; Boquet and Nagy, Medieval Sensibilities; Rosenwein, 
Emotional Communities; Champion and Lynch (eds.), Understanding Emotions in Early 
Europe. See also Knuuttila, Emotions in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy. Emotions in his-
tory more generally, see Frevert, Writing the History of Emotions; Boddice, The History of 
Emotions; Boddice, The History of Feelings; Plamper, The History of Emotions.

1  HOPE AND FUTURITY: EMOTIONS, STRATEGIES, AND VIRTUES… 
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in which publications dealing with emotions in the ancient world are often 
fashioned, that is: “Emotion y in x”, where x is an ancient author, text, or, 
in some cases, a genre.4 This tendency has led to an emphasis on analysing 
Greek and Latin words that have been interpreted as describing emotions. 
The explicit or implicit raison d’être in these studies has often been to 
compare ancient and modern terms, with the hope that the emotional 
landscape, and thus the cultural values of the ancient people, would 
become visible to us. As a result, a “lexical” approach has become preva-
lent, pointing out the conceptual differences and similarities with our 
modern ideas of the specific emotion in question. Many studies have made 
the point that certain ancient words or terms used to describe an emo-
tional state in that language—like the Latin word paenitentia—would 
actually mean something different than those standard words used to 
translate them into modern English—like “remorse” or “regret”. This 
could, in turn, lead to further claims that we cannot actually compare 
emotional practices across cultures—or that some emotion “did not exist” 
in antiquity, as there was not a separate/similar word for it compared to 
what we have in modern languages.5 Clearly, it is worth noting that even 
modern emotion words have multiple definitions depending on their con-
text, not to mention the differences between modern languages themselves.

Lately, there has been a growing number of studies approaching emo-
tions more from the perspective of social and cultural history that examine 
how experiences are negotiated and performed differently in changing 
historical contexts. The importance of experiences and emotions in deep-
ening our understanding of how ancient and medieval societies functioned 
has become increasingly evident. Simultaneously, the focus has been 
shifted from the universality of (basic) emotions towards a more nuanced 
view of (the expression of) the emotions as inevitably socially constructed 
and culturally determined phenomena, especially in medieval and early 
modern scholarship.6

4 See e.g. studies in Cairns and Nelis, Emotions in the Classical World; Caston and Kaster, 
Hope, Joy and Affection; Chaniotis and Ducrey, Unveiling Emotions II; Chaniotis, Unveiling 
Emotions: Sources and Methods.

5 For a case, see the discussion on remorse and forgiveness: Konstan, Before Forgiveness and 
Fulkerson, No Regrets.

6 See e.g. Chaniotis, Unveiling Emotions III; Boquet and Nagy, Medieval Sensibilities; Ruys 
and Monagle, A Cultural history of the Emotions in the Middle Ages; Broomhall and Lynch, 
A Cultural History of the Emotions in the Late Medieval, Reformation and Renaissance Age; 
Champion and Lynch (eds.), Understanding Emotions in Early Europe. More generally 
Boddice, History of Feelings.

  O.-M. COJOCARU AND V. VUOLANTO
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In previous studies on emotions, the topic of hope has received very 
limited attention. However, within the last fifteen years there has been a 
modest surge of interest in ancient hope, with some twenty articles explor-
ing the topic. Most of these studies have focused on examining hope 
through the lens of literary metaphors and the philosophy of emotions, 
mainly within the context of classical antiquity. The most notable contri-
butions on hope in antiquity are the two volumes: Hope, Joy, & Affection 
in the Classical World (2016), edited by R.R. Caston and R.A. Kaster, and 
Hope in Ancient Literature, History, and Art (2018), edited by 
G. Kazantzidis and D. Spatharas. Following the established approach of 
the scholarly field, the primary objective of most of this scholarship has 
been to analyse the intellectual history of hope, and most often, more 
particularly, to decipher the meaning of the Greek word elpis and the Latin 
spes, and to compare their usages with the English concept of “hope”.7

In this sense, hope has also been analysed in some books with a wider 
scope, such as Alan Mittleman’s Hope in a Democratic Age (2009), which 
also explores Hebrew hope words and provides a comprehensive analysis 
of hope in philosophy and religion throughout the Western intellectual 
tradition. A more recent book, Historical and Multidisciplinary Perspectives 
on Hope (2019), edited by S. C. van den Heuvel, similarly discusses vari-
ous historical perspectives of hope, especially in relation to ancient and 
medieval philosophy and Christian thinking, documenting the current 
state of hope research across diverse disciplines.

Further away from the focus of our current volume, hope has also been 
a subject of intense scrutiny as part of systematic theology and philosophy, 
with limited relevance to the study of premodern hope.8 Research on early 
Christian and medieval hope has been restricted in focus, concentrating 
mostly on hope as a theological concept, with Thomas Aquinas as the 
most cited writer and eschatology as the major frame of reference. Indeed, 
hope is almost exclusively understood as “the supernatural virtue of desire 

7 Such major contributions in these collections and elsewhere include especially Cairns, 
“Metaphors of Hope”; Cairns, “Hope in Archaic and Classical Greek”; Fulkerson, “Plutarch 
and the ambiguities of ἐλπίς”; Gravlee, “Hope in Ancient Greek Philosophy”; Kazantzidis 
and Spatharas, “Introductory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”; Lateiner, “Elpis as Emotion and Reason”; 
Nelis, “Emotion in Vergil’s Georgics”; Tataranni, “Hope and Leadership”.

8 Esp. Dalferth, Hoffnung, and the true classic of the field, Jürgen Moltmann’s Theologie 
der Hoffnung. See also Hebblethwaite, Christian Hope, which brings together and explores 
the foundations of Christian hope and its interpretive history.

1  HOPE AND FUTURITY: EMOTIONS, STRATEGIES, AND VIRTUES… 
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for the happiness of heaven”,9 that is, yearning for direct and transcenden-
tal post-death continuity.10 Hope as referred to in such contexts has been, 
therefore, rather limited to religious hope. While this seems indeed to 
reflect the intellectual discourse on hope in the Middle Ages, the other 
aspects of hope—especially those dealing with everyday practices and 
experiences—have remained largely unexplored.

Compared to the above-mentioned studies, our book discusses hope as 
a social and cultural construct, with a particular focus on the experiential 
and agentic dimension of hope, rather than focusing mainly on the con-
ceptual history and the intellectual traditions of the elites. While this 
approach has been adopted in only a few articles dealing with the 
Hellenistic and Roman worlds,11 our volume covers a broader chronologi-
cal span—from antiquity to the early modern period—with the aim of 
offering new perspectives of how hope functioned as a dynamic social and 
cultural phenomenon.

Defining Hope in the Ancient, Medieval, 
and Modern World

The status of emotions as social constructs has become an established fact 
for those who study emotions in history, even though the debates over the 
precise nature of emotions continue among psychologists, historians, phi-
losophers, and cognitive scientists.12 This also holds true when it comes 
to hope.

In the ancient world, elpis and spes, the Greek and Latin terms for 
“hope”, were often understood simply as “future-oriented expectations”, 
whether for good or bad. Therefore, in the pre-Christian Greco-Roman 

9 Quote: Pinsent, “Hope as a Virtue”, 58.
10 See e.g. Webber and Kok, “Early Christian Thinking of Hope”, 34–36, 41–42; Pinsent, 

“Hope as a Virtue”, 47, 56–58; Palmén, “Hope as a Social Emotion”. For eschatology, see 
e.g. Neville, A Peaceable Hope, and Daley, The Hope of the Early Church with further discus-
sion in Webber and Kok, “Early Christian Thinking of Hope”, 28–29. For the alternatives 
for the direct and transcendental after death continuity as sources for hope, see the chapter 
by Vuolanto in this volume (esp. Figure 3.1).

11 Nelis, “Emotion in Vergil’s Georgics”, and especially the fascinating articles by Kostas 
Vlassopoulos (“Hope and Slavery”), Olympia Bobou (“Hope and the Sub-adult”), and 
Angelos Chaniotis (“Elpis in the Greek Epigraphic Evidence”) in the volume edited by 
George Kazantzidis and Dimos Spatharas in 2018.

12 See Boddice, History of Emotions, esp. 25–34 and 205–214.
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culture, elpis and spes were used in many circumstances to denote an emo-
tion with a reference to an anticipation of the positive future outcomes, 
quite in a manner we would nowadays understand “hope” in the English 
language. However, this was not always the case. In fact, Kazantzidis and 
Spatharas distinguish three different ancient uses of elpis: one for the 
“mere expectation”; another as a “neutral, propositional” elpis; and a third 
with a reference to a “desiderative and motivational” meaning. The first 
use was related to the rational calculation of the future, whereas the last 
one denoted an emotion with the strong potential for misguided action 
with a potential to lead individuals away from rational life, as it is seen to 
refer to all possible outcomes, not only the probable.13 In contrast, by the 
late Roman republican period, the Latin spes gradually acquired more 
affective and universally positive connotations, thus stressing the desider-
ative aspects. Indeed, in the Roman elite culture of the early empire, spes 
also was linked both to the prosperity and military success of the state and 
to the continuity of families through progeny.14

More generally, emotions (or rather pathoi, “passions”) were under-
stood to have been formed in the irrational part of the human soul, a 
viewpoint especially emphasized by Stoicism. Emotions were seen as sus-
picious, even potentially dangerous for the good (social) life. Unlike vir-
tues, emotions (like hope, too) were thought to be beyond our control, a 
widely shared idea in the ancient world. We cannot choose how we feel, 
that is, how we first react to sensations. What counts is how we (con-
sciously) respond to the impulses we are made aware of by our senses. 
Virtues, on the other hand, were seen as normative moral statements for 
valued qualities of thought and action understood to be praiseworthy 
(good, beautiful, and beneficial) and to be cultivated for a better (indi-
vidual and communal) life. Emotions, in turn, were descriptive concepts 
for transient and mental states or dispositions—indeed referred to in 
Roman terms as “motions of the soul” (motus animi). As Simo Knuuttila 
crystallizes it, for Aristotle virtues are dispositions to feel emotions aright.15 
Thus, virtues involve a quality of mind (“mind” here used as a shortcut for 

13 Kazantzidis and Spatharas, “Introductory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, esp. 5–10, with e.g. 
Cairns, “Metaphors for Hope”, 18–19; Tataranni, “Hope and Leadership”; and Mittleman, 
Hope in Democratic Age, 40–51, 68–90. See also the chapter by Eidinow, in this volume.

14 Kazantzidis and Spatharas, “Introductory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 10–29; Tataranni, 
“Hope and Leadership”.

15 Knuuttila, Emotions, 45. For the Stoic discourse on emotions, and its reception in the 
ancient world, see Knuuttila, Emotions, 47–71.
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individual cognitive processes) and agency, that is, certain behaviour con-
nected to that disposition. There is a normative disposition towards the 
quality in question: “virtue” is indeed something worth possessing and 
thus something worth pursuing. In this framework, emotions, virtues, and 
action were seen to be closely intertwined.

The understanding and characterization of the relationship between 
virtues and emotions was taken over by the mainstream early Christian 
writers who distinguished between the ideas of strong and weak will. A 
Christian can be considered to act virtuously when she is doing the right 
thing, even if her thinking and indeed disposition would have been against 
this. Thus, in a Christian context, a person with a strong will can be seen 
to act virtuously by resisting the first movements of the soul, a temptation, 
by not consenting to it, even if in a stricter Aristotelian understanding 
such a person may be only acting in accordance with a virtue and not (yet) 
be able to exercise the actual virtue.16 Thus, in the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion, “hope” has been understood as a major theological concept—it is 
seen simultaneously as a major virtue, and an emotion. Most importantly, 
hope was linked with eschatological thinking: according to Augustine, 
Christians would hope for salvation, that is, eternal blessedness. Hope is 
basically a God-given mindset of trust—or faith—directed towards the 
future. In all, for early Christian theologians, hope was seen as an indis-
pensable part in the individual’s pursuit of a good Christian life and in 
attaining, ultimately, eternal happiness and union with God.17

For Western medieval intellectuals, hope (or rather, in Latin, spes) was 
both a virtue and an emotion, depending on the specific perspective taken. 
Most importantly, Thomas Aquinas followed Augustine in his understand-
ing of hope and its relevance for the Christian life. Thus, for Aquinas, 
hope is a passion and an appetite towards a (arduously achievable) future 
good, and as such neutral (not a virtue), but if guided by faith towards 
God, hope would promote rational agency as a habit of the will through 
God’s grace. Aquinas indeed placed hope among the four primary emo-
tions together with joy, fear, and sadness. “Hope is divided against fear. 
But fear is an emotion, therefore hope is as well.”18 For him, there was a 

16 Knuuttila, Emotions, esp. 158–161, 168–174.
17 See especially Webber and Kok, “Early Christian Thinking of Hope”, 28–29. On hope 

and eschatology, see e.g. Daley, The Hope of the Early Church, and Neville, A Peaceable Hope. 
On Augustine and hope, see the chapter by Vuolanto in this volume, esp. notes 7 and 8.

18 Thomas Aquinas, Commentary of the Sentences III, D. 26, commenting on Peter 
Lombard’s teaching on hope.
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clear distinction between hope as an emotion and hope as a virtue, in that 
the former was represented by the confidence people have in attaining any 
arduous and difficult good they deem possible in the future, whereas the 
latter was a virtue of the will towards the eternal good—the union with 
God, the most important goal of life. Aquinas ultimately highlights hope, 
together with faith and love/charity, as one of the three theological vir-
tues. According to him, these are virtues “given” to us by God alone, to 
be known through revelation, and to be practised only through grace, 
with a focus on salvation.19

In the Souda lexicon, a tenth-century Byzantine dictionary based on 
lexica and other scholarly compilations of the Roman and late antique 
periods, elpis is defined as an expectation of good things. The anonymous 
compiler then explains the future expectations based on the dichotomy of 
fear and hope: “He who feels fear also expects, but not good things; for 
fear is an expectation of bad things, but hope [is an expectation] of good 
things.”20 In this context, elpis reflects an attitude towards the future and 
shares some features with fear, similarly to Aquinas’s conceptualization of 
hope as an emotion that stands in opposition to fear.21

So far, we have been discussing premodern intellectual discourses on 
the meaning and significance of hope—or rather, of elpis and spes. However, 
this conceptual approach does not capture the wider discourses, practices, 
and agency related to hope, especially considering the dominance of the 
elite perspective in our sources. Just as it would be a mistake to study gen-
der or nation in history only by trying to track concepts which translate as 
gender or nation in modern languages, studying hope in the past cannot 
be achieved by merely studying words that we are accustomed to translat-
ing in modern English with the word “hope” or other such expressions. 
Thus, we need to separate the ancient and medieval understanding of 
hope from our modern, theoretically informed understandings and to 

19 Bloeser and Stahl, “Hope”; Kaczor, Thomas Aquinas on Faith, Hope, and Love; Palmén, 
“Hope as a Social Emotion”.

20 Souda Lexicon (Adler edition, epsilon 913, 250): “Ἐλπίς: προσδοκία ἀγαθῶν. καὶ ὁ 
φοβούμενος προσδοκᾷ, ἀλλ’ οὐκ ἀγαθά: κακῶν γὰρ προσδοκία ἐστὶν ὁ φόβος, ἀγαθῶν δὲ 
ἡ ἐλπίς.”

21 From a contemporary perspective, one may point out that defining hope as a future-
oriented, agentic, positive disposition makes fear the most natural candidate for a “simple” 
opposite of hope, as it denotes a future-oriented, agentic, negative disposition. Despair, in 
turn, could be seen as a “multiple” opposite of hope, as it represents a present-oriented, non-
agentic, and negative disposition.
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define certain emotions and states of minds in ways that enable us to ask if 
we can find the “same things” across cultural divides.

In this, we start with the useful definition by George Kazantzidis and 
Dimos Spatharas, who understand (the modern English use of) hope as 
roughly corresponding to the affective aspects of elpis and spes, that is, 
instances in which these words designate desiderative and motivational 
hope rather than just rational expectation.22 This definition is grounded in 
the work of the modern psychologist Richard Lazarus, who defines hope 
as “something positive which does not presently apply to one’s life, could 
still materialize, and so we yearn for it”.23 More generally, modern psy-
chology has conceptualized hope as a goal-oriented disposition; accord-
ingly, hope has a strong motivational component in that one strives to 
achieve something deemed possible rather than probable. The motiva-
tional element prompts one to take action that supports that hope, but at 
the same time, as Lazarus argues, there is also an element of anxiety about 
what the future might bring, which makes hope an affective blend, or “a 
mixed state of mind that also entails underlying distress about what the 
present might imply for the future”.24

In both ancient and modern contexts, hope appears in two main dimen-
sions: there are quotidian and trivial hopes, expectations in changing 
everyday life situations; and then the more essential or existential hope, 
whereby hope represents a more stable state of mind, with an anticipation 
that one’s yearning for a happy and meaningful life would be justified. 
Indeed, wishes and wishful thinking are not synonymous with hope. 
Wishful thinking based on rational expectations and waiting for good 
things to take place, especially if not connected to the individual’s agency, 
could be called optimism. Moreover, anticipatory and affective hope needs 
to be understood as a different state of mind from rational expectations. 
These two modes seem to respond (in our modern eyes) to the double 
meaning of elpis in antiquity.25 These definitions would also make it more 

22 Kazantzidis and Spatharas, “Introductory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 5–8.
23 Lazarus, “Hope: An Emotion”, 653.
24 Lazarus, “Hope: An Emotion”, 655–656.
25 See Fulkerson, “Plutarch and the Ambiguities of ἐλπίς”; Kazantzidis and Spatharas, 

“Introductory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 8–9. Wishfulness comes quite close to the Greek con-
cept of boulesis—like also the Finnish word “toive” (etymologically near to the more essen-
tialist “toivo”, hope proper). See also Waterworth, A Philosophical Analysis, 8–12, who 
argues that hope is specifically anticipatory and needs to be separated both from wishes and 
optimism and from (rational) expectations.
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understandable that in the Christian tradition, hope is predominantly seen 
as a virtue and not so much a fleeting emotion. The notion of hope as 
specifically the hope of salvation shifted its meaning towards a rational 
positive expectation outside of the scope of human agency. Additionally, as 
hope became more clearly defined as an existential quality, and thus as a 
very desirable one, its meaning shifted towards a normative quality 
of mind.

A further point is that the essential hope seems to appear in a human 
life course in two main aspects. First, hope functions as an active drive 
towards achieving a meaningful life and ensuring continuity. This aspect is 
evident in individual life strategies. Second, there is the experience-related 
and emotional aspect rooted in the striving for a meaningful life. A sense 
of a meaningful life and a sense of hope are necessarily intertwined through 
goal-oriented (motivational) agency and a sense of continuity. We feel 
hope when we think our actions bring us closer to our essential goals and 
continuity. This viewpoint is informed by modern existential psychology, 
which has been influenced by cultural anthropological studies. From this 
individual perspective, hope can be seen as a response to life experienced 
as being meaningful, an expectation that this will continue, and a feeling 
that desired outcomes will occur, whereas fear and despair constitute the 
negative response. A meaningful life and hope are central aspects of human 
life itself—indeed, they are indispensable for an individual to retain her 
capacity to act.26

The sense of a meaningful life in premodern societies can be seen in the 
sets of practices, and agency anchored in social and cultural values, in 
which humans deal with the ultimate questions of existence, such as how 
to live a meaningful life in the face of inevitable death. Cultural tenets, 
such as a belief in the afterlife, provide individuals with a sense of immor-
tality—literal or symbolic—a concept that has been articulated in the social 
sciences as functioning as an anxiety buffer that alleviates the fear of death. 
Literal beliefs of immortality provide the hope that life will continue after 
physical death, whereas symbolic immortality refers to the continuity of 
the self that persists within culture after one’s physical death, such as the 

26 Wisman and Heflick, “Hopelessly Mortal”; Feldman, “The Meaning of Hope”; Wong, 
“Introduction: A Roadmap for Meaning Research”. Victor Franklin and Ernest Becker serve 
here as the most important sources of inspiration; see Feldman and Snyder, “Hope and 
Meaningful Life”, esp. 402–404. On the link between hope and agency from the standpoint 
of philosophy, see Waterworth, A Philosophical Analysis, 18, 42–44, 67–92 with, more gen-
erally, Bloch, Das Prinzip Hoffnung.
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sense of continuity through children, who would transmit the family 
name, values and traditions, memory, and reputation.27 Such symbolic and 
literal forms of continuity represent the anxiety-buffering systems that 
help people mitigate the anxiety of death, forming a core aspect of what is 
considered in psychology a meaningful life.

However, in psychology, hope and a meaningful life are dealt with as 
experiences of an individual in the context of individual sensing,28 whereas 
in this volume we are interested in historical processes and patterns of 
social and cultural life, and how individual experiences and emotions are 
intertwined in them. Emotions are, in a general sense, social phenomena, 
and thus socially constructed. This is in particular evident in hope, which 
involves goal-orientedness and agency. Although it can be argued that 
striving for a sense of hope and continuity is a common feature for indi-
viduals and human communities, the specific forms it takes are subject to 
constant change. As attitudes and values towards different sources for the 
sense of hope change, the ways in which hope is conceptualized and pur-
sued change as well. Moreover, as Kostas Vlassopoulos has shown in his 
thought-provoking study on hope and ancient slavery, as hope and agency 
are intertwined, acknowledging that people had hopes, the power to 
dream of change, and the ability to act accordingly (even if with limited 
resources) means they had agency also in our research.29

Overall, for the present volume, hope is understood as a future-oriented 
agentic positive disposition. Hope is oriented towards the future and refers 
to some desired goal that is possible rather than probable to reach. It is 
also loaded with a mixture of anticipation and uncertainty, and it has a 
strong social dimension, as it is connected to social agency and moral 
behaviour.

27 For a historical model of the sense of hope, based on these theoretical considerations and 
the empirical analysis of premodern material, see the chapter by Vuolanto in this volume, esp. 
Figure 3.1.

28 In this, modern existential psychology comes here quite close to the concept of opti-
mism, as the stress is on self-efficacy even in cases of unlikely outcomes and less personal 
control.

29 Vlassopoulos, “Hope and Slavery”. See also Vuolanto, “Experience and Enslavement of 
a Child”.
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Hope in Emotional Communities 
and as an Emotional Virtue

A fundamental challenge is that qualities of mind (such as emotions or 
virtues) cannot be perceived by modern scholars as such. Any experience 
can become visible to a scholar studying the past only after it has already 
been conceptualized and reflected on. What is left to us are the expressions 
or actions initially prompted by the feelings or dispositions experienced 
and (re)acted upon by the individual in a certain cultural and social con-
text. The information available to us concerns (bodily) practices linked to 
emotions as conveyed through words (or material objects), reported to us 
by the protagonists of the action(s) linked to these emotions, or by some 
other people with contact to this agency. We have no access to any primary 
“motions of the soul”, nor even to any primary “motions of the body”.

Internalized virtues and emotions are, therefore, necessarily culturally 
laden and culturally performed. Consequently, any report or expression of 
emotion or state of mind is always particular to the communities to which 
the individual (historical) actor belongs. Moreover, social interaction, with 
the interlinked culturally and socially defined discourses, inevitably defines 
the ways in which an individual interprets and reacts to their own 
experiences.

Any kind of representation of emotions depends on the prevalent emo-
tional scripts, that is, locally dominant cultural patterns of expressing one’s 
emotions properly. A script denotes here a socially expected pattern of 
reaction (like emotional response) for a specific (past) experience or for a 
specific future scenario (expectation). In literary representations, this 
would mean patterns of how the emotion-laden (material and discursive) 
means are used, and how the emotional landscape permits to transmit 
experiences to the other community members in a manner that is mean-
ingful in specific social and cultural contexts. The emotive cultural scripts 
at play are dependent on societal expectations and informed by gender, 
age, ethnicity, status, etc. By analysing these scripts, we aim to understand 
the expectations of the audiences, and thus the shared set of cultural 
norms, values, emotions, and practices of the emotional community in 
question.30

30 On the cultural scripts, see Katajala-Peltomaa and Toivo, “Introduction: Religion as 
Historical Experience”, 15–17; Bernsten and Rubin, “Culture Life Scripts”.
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Therefore, any communicated emotion is shared in a way particular to 
the contemporary community, with its specific cultural and social settings 
and discourses; the latter also define the (ways of expressing the) shared 
factors of one’s identity, and, as a consequence, the mechanisms of inclu-
sion and exclusion. These form discursive universes, that is, shared rela-
tional discursive spaces, as suggested by the social world framework.31 The 
particular community with these discursive universes, with its culturally 
specific norms, values, material environment, and practices of social inter-
action, sets the limits and directs the ways in which the experiences and 
expectations of individual community members are (to be) interpreted, 
processed, and conceptualized in the particular community setting. This 
framework also establishes the particular repertoire of agency that is avail-
able and through which the visual, oral, written, and gestural expressions 
of experiences can be acted out in the context of social interaction.32

At a given historical moment, any community will be dominated by 
certain emotional discourses and behavioural patterns deemed appropriate 
in certain social contexts. These communities can be called emotional 
communities, to use the concept coined by Barbara Rosenwein.33 This 
concept has proved to be a useful shorthand linking together the emo-
tional vocabulary, social practices, and structures of power. What is central 
here is the historicity of emotions, or rather, how emotions would be 
acted out or performed. The premodern emotional communities were 
characterized by oral communication and face-to-face encounters. They 
would consist of a networking community, such as a town, village, monas-
tery, or even only a household or a kin group. Still, even larger, “imagined 
communities” can be understood as forming emotional communities in a 
more subtle sense, such as the Christian world, or, to take examples from 
our modern world, a nation state or even larger political entities like the 
European Union. It is important to note that these communities can be 

31 That is, while discourses are historically determined within their respective social worlds, 
they are also changing and interacting with other social worlds. The social world framework 
focuses on meaning-making and the collective action of social groups. See Strauss, “A Social 
World Perspective”.

32 For repertoires of agency, see Robb, “Beyond Agency”; also Vallgårda and Rønsig 
Laren, “Emotional echoes”, 5. There is an inevitable link between an individual’s social 
interaction and how their experiences are interpreted and reacted to: see Blumer, Symbolic 
Interactionism, esp. 11 and 16.

33 Rosenwein, Emotional communities.
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partly or totally overlapping, and individual people can take part in many 
communities simultaneously.

If a certain emotion was seen as having central importance for the com-
munity and for its values, its expression would become socially desirable 
and even sanctioned, and the experiencing of such an emotion would be 
regarded as virtuous. In the case of Christianity, this process can be seen in 
full, ultimately leading to a set of virtues that can be called emotional vir-
tues, which “give active expression to an emotion supportive of a socially 
prized moral excellence (aretē)”, to cite Paul Corcoran. These virtues rep-
resent valued, even praised qualities of actions taking place in personal and 
social relationships.34 They can be seen as having their origin in desider-
ative emotions. These emotional virtues would include, for example, char-
ity, patience, joy, faith, love—and hope. This connection of virtues and 
emotions to social interaction and community building helps explain how 
some psychological and intellectual faculties can be simultaneously under-
stood as both emotions and virtues. Basically, any emotion can be consid-
ered a virtue in a suitable context. While the performed emotions may 
represent ways of experiencing the social and cultural world in a certain 
way, virtues show how different cultures evaluate different ways of what 
can be understood as praiseworthy thinking and action.

Dominant discourses and behaviour seen as proper in any community 
are learned through habituation and socialization, and therefore they 
change with the gradual changes in the cultural practices, values, and 
social structures. This means that expressions of values and emotions are 
culturally conditioned and subject to historical changes. In any given com-
munity, the dominant set of normative emotions, or rather, how these 
emotions are to be expressed, can be called “emotional regimes”, follow-
ing William Reddy. Official rituals, practices, and discourses express and 
inculcate these sets of emotions.35 The concept of emotional regimes is 
particularly useful in the analysis of the dynamics and discourses linked 
with emotions and emotional practices especially from the power holder’s 
perspective in communities “from above”. On the other hand, the con-
cept of emotional community, stressing the community more from the 
perspective of its ordinary members, is apt for the “from below” analysis 

34 Corcoran, “The Emotional Virtues”. See also Tangney, Stuewig, and Mashek, “Moral 
Emotions”.

35 Reddy, The Navigation of Feeling.
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of the stable cultural patterns and the negotiations linked to them.36 In 
these communities, in local contexts, emotions are appropriately expressed 
with certain cultural scripts.

To study how individual experiences and emotions are intertwined in 
the patterns of social and cultural life, we need to take into consideration 
agency, which becomes visible in life strategies. For this, we refer to the 
seminal article by Monique Scheer, in which she points out how emotions 
emerge from the bodily practices involving the self, language, and the 
material and social environment. This framework ties together the cultural 
values, social context, individual agency, and emotions. What people do in 
the world is “part of the experience-making work of being human”,37 and 
emotions can indeed “be viewed as a practical engagement with the 
world”.38 This viewpoint makes it evident how essential it is to study prac-
tices to understand the emotions in their changing social contexts, that is, 
to historicize them. A subcategory for emotional practices would then be 
the practice of emotional virtues.39 These can only be “seen” in embodied 
action. It is indeed essential to study practices to understand the emotions 
in their changing social contexts.

The Present Volume

Our volume primarily explores everyday experiences and expressions of 
hope as a social and cultural construct with a particular focus on how it 
manifests at the grassroots level in different historical and cultural con-
texts. The chapters draw on a wide range of source materials, including 
letters, history writings, orations, inscriptions, hagiography, medical writ-
ings, and images, to illustrate how hope was lived, practised, and under-
stood by individuals and communities. While the experiential dimension 
of hope is at the forefront of most contributions, the next chapter of the 
volume deals with the conceptual history of elpis and spes—rooted in the 
ancient philosophical tradition—thereby providing subtle yet important 

36 Rosenwein, Emotional Communities.
37 Boddice, The History of Emotions, 121.
38 Scheer, “Are Emotions a Kind of Practice”.
39 What people do in the world is “part of the experience-making work of being human” 

(Boddice, The History of Emotions, 121). This viewpoint historicizes emotions and makes it 
evident how essential it is to study practices to understand the emotions in their changing 
social contexts. For emotional virtues, see Corcoran, “The Emotional Virtues”, with Kadlac, 
“The Virtue of Hope”.

  O.-M. COJOCARU AND V. VUOLANTO



17

points of reference for understanding how hope has been framed and 
articulated across time.

Thus, after this introductory chapter, the volume proceeds with Esther 
Eidinow’s new interpretation of elpis and its cognates, suggesting that the 
ancient Greek term can be understood as a dynamic, relational, and emo-
tional experience. By drawing on modern sociological studies of hope, 
Eidinow analyses poetic, dramatic, and philosophical texts to reposition 
and to nuance elpis as a future-related concept connected to the Greek 
ideas of fate, luck and fortune, responsibility, and agency. This first contri-
bution opens up the agentive dimensions of hope explored by the volume 
as a whole by using some of the tools of traditional philological study to 
provide a fresh, socially inflected perspective of the pre-Christian cultural 
underpinnings of hope.

Contributing to our productive reconceptualization of hope as both a 
cultural construct and something lived out by flesh-and-blood individuals, 
in the next chapter, Ville Vuolanto approaches hope in Roman culture and 
society from three intersecting perspectives: as an emotional experience, a 
state of mind, and a practice. He proposes a theoretical model for under-
standing how hope was shaped by changing cultural contexts and social 
circumstances. Through several case studies, ranging from Cicero’s philo-
sophical writings to Roman funerary inscriptions and late antique Christian 
discourses, Vuolanto contrasts elite strategies for meaningfulness and the 
sense of hope—focused more on social capital and symbolic immortality—
with ordinary people’s strategies of family continuity.

Continuing the thread of future-oriented strategies, this time of non-
Roman groups, Antti Lampinen explores hope and futurity in the context 
of the migration and settlement of “barbaric” populations into the Roman 
Empire. Lampinen examines how late imperial historians, particularly 
Ammianus Marcellinus and Eunapius of Sardis, depict the hopes and 
motivations of these groups, which were often reduced to basic survival 
instincts or immediate material gains. However, Lampinen brings to light 
instances where the leaders seen as foreign to Romanness are shown 
engaging in more complex future-oriented thinking. This strategic think-
ing, however, is frequently framed with suspicion, reflecting Roman anxi-
eties about the perceived threat of barbarian infiltration and mobility, 
particularly in the aftermath of events like the Battle of Adrianople.

Hope for salvation and the afterlife are themes running through many 
of the following chapters, which together offer a kaleidoscope of how 
hope is expressed in different communities (traditional  Roman, early 
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Christian, Greek Byzantine, and Jewish), all using memory and commem-
oration as its main strategies. Sanna Joska explores literary and epigraphic 
material from Roman Italy (first-century BCE to second-century CE) to 
see the emotional responses of Roman parents to the death of their chil-
dren. She looks at how hope, often rooted in Stoic philosophy and memo-
rialization practices, helped parents maintain a positive outlook by 
envisioning their children’s idealized futures or divine afterlife.

Barbara Crostini proposes a novel perspective of hope as a reflective 
process built on past experiences, rather than a blind belief in a positive 
outcome. By focusing on third-century mural paintings in the synagogue 
at Dura Europos, Crostini suggests that visual narratives may have offered 
a more effective way of harnessing hope and managing the anxieties about 
future experienced by the vulnerable Durene community. This chapter 
offers a useful counterpoint to the futurity thread in our volume by seeing 
memory and past narrative tradition as a repository for hope—which, 
however, is still directed towards a future that remains uncertain.

Kristin Harper examines how poetic epitaphs from the late fourth and 
early fifth centuries CE reflect and shape the evolving notions of hope for 
an afterlife during the transition from classical to Christian values. Harper’s 
case study of three young women’s epitaphs demonstrates that these 
inscriptions conveyed everyday practices of hope and agency, reinforcing 
communal beliefs and illustrating the broader cultural shift towards a 
Christian understanding of salvation.

Connecting with Joska’s investigation of parents finding hope after 
their children’s death, Oana-Maria Cojocaru explores two texts penned by 
the eleventh-century Byzantine polymath Michael Psellos on how he man-
aged family crises resulting from the death of his only child. Cojocaru 
shows that in moments of crisis, various kinds of hope offered people ways 
to keep going and live a meaningful life: from the transcendent hope for 
the afterlife to the worldly hope for a child’s socially successful life via mar-
riage, and eventually, the child ensuring the symbolic immortality of the 
parent. The next chapter keeps us in the world of Byzantine emotions, 
felicitously complementing Cojocaru’s attention to gender and social 
class. Luisa Andriollo explores the funerary epigrams composed by 
Nikolaos Kallikles on behalf of the Byzantine aristocracy. Andriollo exam-
ines how hope was shaped by social status, gender, and age, reflecting 
both earthly and otherworldly aspirations. While for men, hope was often 
linked to social prestige and material success, women projected their hopes 
entirely into the afterlife, seeking reunion with loved ones.
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Shifting focus to the medieval West, Saku Pihko studies Inquisition 
records detailing the alleged heretical practices of seeking salvation 
through the ritual of consolamentum administered by the “Good Men” 
(Cathars). Pihko demonstrates how hope for salvation and a good death 
motivated communal actions and fostered social cohesion among those 
who supported the teachings of the heterodoxical groups in Languedoc, 
despite the risks and challenges posed by inquisitorial scrutiny. In this, the 
chapter further evinces the dynamic relationship between the transcendent 
dimension of hope and its very practical importance as an engine of social 
action. Continuing the thread of later medieval Western performances of 
hope, Jyriki Nissi highlights the tension between medieval theological 
teachings, which encouraged an acceptance of death, and the actual prac-
tices of people who sought to delay death through hope and prayer. Nissi’s 
analysis centres on how the biblical story of Lazarus’s resurrection was 
used as a cultural script in late medieval miracle narratives and canoniza-
tion processes. This story became a powerful symbol, reinforcing hopes 
for life extension through miracles and reflecting a deep-seated desire to 
postpone death. Theoretically, Nissi’s chapter also casts a welcome spot-
light on lived religion and the work of emotional and cultural scripts in 
generating and sustaining hope—a perspective touched upon also by Jenni 
Kuuliala. Kuuliala’s contribution explores hope as an emotional practice 
within the context of lived religion, focusing on the veneration of saints 
and healing miracles. She argues that hope was both culturally and corpo-
really produced in late medieval and early modern times, reflecting the 
intertwining of religious practices with medical pluralism. By analysing 
hagiographic texts and Inquisition records from central and northern 
Italy, Kuuliala shows how hope was generated through interactions with 
the divine and bodily experiences, and how it was harnessed to promote 
new cults and spiritual power.

Continuing Kuuliala’s focus on corporeality and cultural practice, the 
last chapter of the volume explores the interplay between hope and medi-
cal practices in the early modern period. Sari Kivistö explores hope as a 
crucial element in the healing process that influenced both the mind and 
body. Through the examination of writings by physicians like Jerome 
Gaub and William Corp, Kivistö illustrates how hope was believed to pro-
mote recovery, especially in the treatment of diseases like nostalgia. She 
also highlights the role of rhetoric and the physician’s emotional conduct 
in fostering hope, drawing connections between early modern medical 
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theories and the broader cultural and religious context. The volume is 
rounded off by an epilogue, which brings together the main threads and 
conclusions of the volume. There, we reflect on how the changing cultural 
and social contexts affected practices and strategies that individuals and 
communities employed to sustain hope and prepare for the future during 
the ancient, medieval, and early modern period. The epilogue also consid-
ers the relevance of the history of experiences and the history of hope for 
our contemporary societies.

All in all, the present volume aims at offering a broad understanding of 
the social and cultural history of hope as the main driving force to manage 
uncertainty, mitigate despair, and to give meaning to life. In this, our book 
is unique in combining the perspectives of modern social science and the 
history of experiences with a long-term historical perspective.
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CHAPTER 2

From Modern “Hope” to Ancient Elpis 

Esther Eidinow

Introduction

I start this chapter with Hesiod’s description of Pandora’s jar, the container 
of all the gifts of the gods, carried, in turn, by Pandora, herself a gift of the 
god Zeus. Hesiod describes how Pandora opened the jar so that it loosed all 
its countless plagues across earth and sea… except for Elpis: “Only Elpis 
remained there in an unbreakable home within under the rim of the great 
jar, and did not fly out at the door.”1 It is a familiar image—and modern 
understanding often aligns it straightforwardly with a modern concept of 
“hope”, one that emphasises optimism. In interpreting the case of Pandora, 
modern scholars then tend to focus on whether or not we should perceive 
this gift of hope to be one that is kind or cruel. If this is the last thing that 
remains for humankind, should we be grateful for this final gift of Zeus or 
does it simply align with the other evils, a final plague that rests with us?2

1 Hesiod, Works and Days, 96–99 (translated by Evelyn-White, 1914). “Hope” is most 
commonly found as the translation of Elpis in this poem, but, in a recent translation (Most, 
Hesiod 2018), Elpis is translated as “Anticipation”.

2 See discussion in Gravlee, “In Ancient Greek Philosophy”, 3–4.
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As this suggests, modern “hope” and ancient elpis  seem closely 
related. Recent analyses of the ancient term elpis, however, have argued for 
a dual sense of elpis, which separates reason and emotion: on the one hand, 
in its emotional sense, it may align with a modern sense of “hope”, under-
stood as indicating a positive view of the future; but, on the other hand, it 
may indicate a reasoned, neutral expectation or reckoning. In this chapter, 
I aim to complicate this analysis, drawing on recent work on modern 
“hope”, which suggests that there are more nuanced ways to understand 
the relationship between “hope” and elpis. In addition, as the story of 
Zeus and Pandora reminds us, we cannot forget the constant presence of 
the divine in ancient experience, and I also argue for an approach to 
elpis that encompasses the relationship between mortals and gods.

Current Approaches to Elpis

Turning first to scholarship on elpis, we find, for example, Douglas 
Cairns masterfully teasing out the complex interactions of this term with 
other cognitive and emotional states, and revealing its role as a motiva-
tional force in Plato’s and Aristotle’s writings.3 In an earlier essay, he analy-
ses its uses in ancient Greek literature from Homer to fifth century BCE 
tragedy, and draws attention to two key senses of elpis.4 As the introduc-
tion to the volume in which that essay appears makes clear, one is a 
“marked” form. This aligns more closely with a modern, English “hope”, 
“in which yearning crucially combines with appraisal to produce affect and 
motivation”.5 An example of this is found in Homer, Iliad 15.699–702:6

As they fought, their thoughts were as follows: the Achaeans thought that 
they would not escape from evil, but would perish, while for the Trojans the 
thymos in the chest of each hoped (elpeto) to set fire to the ships and kill 
Achaean heroes.

The other is an “unmarked” form, that is, an “appraisal of future prospects 
that amounts to dispassionate ‘expectation’”. Examples of the unmarked 
form include Homer, Odyssey 21.314–16, in which Penelope asks Antinous: 

3 Cairns, “In Archaic and Classical Greek”.
4 Cairns, “Metaphors for Hope”.
5 The quotations are from Caston and Kaster, “Introduction”, 4.
6 Here and below, using Cairns own translation: “Metaphors for Hope”, 21.
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“Do you suppose (elpetai) that, if this stranger should string Odysseus’s 
great bow, trusting in the strength of his hands, he would take me home 
and make me his wife?”;7 and Homer, Iliad 13.8–9, where Zeus turns his 
eyes away from Troy: “because he did not expect (elpeto) that any of the 
immortals would come to the aid of either the Trojans or the Danaans”.8 
As we can see, in these examples, it appears that (as Cairns argues) “the 
context excludes any notion of desire that the hypothesis should be 
fulfilled.”9 The emphasis rather is on expectation—and Cairns argues that 
native speakers could identify whether the meaning was marked or 
unmarked, that is, if it was desiderative or an expectation.10

This contrast between marked and unmarked forms at first sight seems 
very different from the themes raised by the story of Pandora, which I 
outlined at the beginning of this chapter, where the focus seems to be 
not on a choice between emotion or expectation, but on the question of 
whether or not the surviving optimism of elpis offers mortals something 
cruel or kind; but we can perhaps make a connection. Focussing on the 
marked form, scholars have argued that, in ancient poetic, dramatic and 
philosophical writing, elpis is often used to signal misguided opinions or 
overweening ambitions that lead mortals astray; it is (as Cairns describes in 
his later essay on hope) part of “a traditional body of thought that empha-
sizes the limitations of human foresight, the vanity of human wishes, and 
the inability of human beings to secure their own happiness.”11 And he, as 
do other scholars, offers plenty of examples of this meaning from among 
poetic texts, such as Semonides 1.1–10, Bacchylides 3.75–76, Pindar, 
Nemean 11.38–48.12 In turn, other scholars have highlighted examples of 
the unmarked form—elpis as a sense of expectation. For example, Dimos 
Spatharas and George Kazantzidis argue that “Neutral, propositional elpis 
is commonly easy to detect” and give two examples.13 The first is from the 
Hippocratic text, the Prognosticon—a text that is highly appropriate for 
this discussion, since it focuses very specifically on the anticipation of out-
comes. At 7.7, the author says that a rapid motion in patients’ pupils 

7 Trans. Cairns, “Metaphors for Hope”, 19.
8 Trans. Cairns, “Metaphors for Hope”, 18. For further examples, cited by Cairns, see also: 

Homer, Iliad 16.280–2 and Iliad 17.404–5.
9 Cairns, “Metaphors for Hope”, 18.
10 Cairns, “Metaphors for Hope”, 19.
11 Cairns, “Metaphors for Hope”, 39.
12 Cf. Gravlee, “In Ancient Greek Philosophy”, 4–5.
13 Kazantzidis and Spatharas “Introductory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 7.

2  FROM MODERN “HOPE” TO ANCIENT ELPIS  



28

indicates an elpis of madness: “For if the eyeballs move rapidly, you may 
expect (elpis) the patient to go mad.”14 Their second example is from 
Lysias 3.2:15

Now if it were any other court that was to make a decision upon me, I 
should be terrified by the danger (ephoboumēn ton kindunon), considering 
what strange machinations and chances (paraskeuai kai tuchai) occur at 
times to cause a variety of surprises to those who are standing their trial: but 
as it is before you that I appear, I hope (elpizō) to obtain justice.

Here, Spatharas and Kazantzidis argue, the defendant uses the verb elpizein 
“to suggest that, thanks to the Areopagites’ long experience as dikasts, he 
expects to be treated justly, i.e., be acquitted.”

When we turn to analyses of the writing of Herodotus and Thucydides, 
we find that scholars have also tended to identify something of these two 
senses. Thus, for example, Donald Lateiner underlines the intellectual and 
evaluative meanings of elpis and elpizein, and argues that for the most part 
in Herodotus, for example, both verb and noun should be translated with 
“‘reckon’ or ‘suppose’”.16 Nevertheless, thisdoes not always indicate, as it 
were, rational expectations: Lateiner states, about the use of these terms in 
these authors, “Thucydides… like Herodotos, cues the reader to expect 
foolish or desperate responses. The two first historians select such inci-
dents in order to highlight human incapacities and inclinations.”17

This is, of necessity, an extremely brief overview, but I think it suffices 
to indicate something of a general understanding in scholarship that elpis 
and elpizein tend to have two semantic areas—one relating to rational 
calculation and the other to reason-blinding emotion. It is also apparent 
from these examples, that the emotional expectations are generally under-
stood as being positive—they are usually  about good things coming to 
pass—while negative outcomes are classed as the focus  of more rea-
soned expectations. For example, Cairns notes in both essays on this topic 
that the verb elpizein can reference a negative outcome—he frames it as an 
outcome that an individual does not want to happen.18 His example (in 
both essays) is the passage already referred to, in which Penelope addresses 

14 Hippocrates, Prognostic, 17 (translated here and below by Jones, 1923).
15 Lysias 3.2 (translation by Lamb, 1930).
16 Lateiner, Elpis as Emotion and Reason, 131–134, esp. 134 for quoted terms.
17 Lateiner, “Elpis as Emotion and Reason”, 147.
18 Cairns, “Metaphors for Hope”, 17.  Also noted in Cairns, “In Archaic and Classical 

Greek”, 16.
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Antinous, asking if he supposes that the stranger (actually Odysseus) will 
manage to string Odysseus’ bow and so win Penelope as his wife.19 This is 
obviously not an outcome that Antinous desires, and so Cairns describes it 
as meaning not “hope”, but “expect” or “suppose”.20 But this interpreta-
tion raises provocative questions—for both Antinous and Penelope, there 
are surely stronger emotions in this interchange than “expect” or “sup-
pose” convey.

In turn, we can compare another example of a situation with a poten-
tial negative outcome that Cairns discusses, in which the protagonist may 
feel some (desiderative) emotion about  the outcome, even though it is 
highly unlikely. For example, in book 21 of the Odyssey, Telemachus is 
described as being epielpomenos to draw Odysseus’ mighty bow, and failing 
repeatedly.21 Here,  Cairns suggests that  the term is emotional, since it 
“focuses on a remote goal that Telemachus strives with difficulty to reach 
rather than a likely scenario he expects to see realised”, so we can translate 
this as “hope”. (Cairns, “Metaphors for Hope”, 19; Cairns, “In Archaic 
and Classical Greek”). But this interpretation perhaps also raises questions: 
for example, we could argue that Telemachus trying repeatedly to draw 
the bow indicates that a part of him does think there is a possibility, should 
we therefore describe him as “expecting” or “supposing”, at some level, to 
succeed?

Rather than choosing between these two senses, I argue in this chapter 
that elpis and its cognates offer a family of meanings and emotions with 
regard to a disposition of anticipation. They can refer to both negative and 
positive outcomes, and, in both cases, may indicate states not only of rea-
soned expectation but also of mixed emotion. They could signal anticipa-
tion of something bad as much as something good, which might encompass 
not only positive emotions of desire and confidence, but also negative 
emotions of dread and fear. In these respects, I suggest, they are similar to 
what recent analyses demonstrate concerning “hope”.

These terms could be used in nuanced ways by ancient authors in his-
torical accounts to signal, express, and/or comment on characters and 
situations. This, in turn, introduces another dimension of our discussion: 
the question of the sense of mortal vs. divine agency that elpis and its cog-
nates could indicate. Awareness of this aspect of ancient culture is surely 

19 Homer, Odyssey, 21.314–316.
20 Cairns, “Metaphors for Hope”, 17; Cairns “In Archaic and Classical Greek”, 16.
21 Homer, Odyssey, 21.124–7.
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crucial, perhaps especially when we are reading ancient historical texts, in 
which, in contrast to poetic sources in which the role of the supernatural 
is often made explicit, this aspect may be played down.22 In this chapter, 
with consideration specifically of prose sources, and of the writings of 
Herodotus and Thucydides as examples, I suggest that our interpretations 
of elpis and its cognates need to set these terms in their cultural context, 
thus encompassing not only mortal but also supernatural agency. 
Therefore, alongside a reconsideration of the emotional dimensions of 
elpis, I argue that the use of this term and its cognates also offers some 
insight into, and plays a role as part of, the larger semantic network, or 
“family”, of concepts relating to the ancient Greek comprehension of 
humankind’s relationship to the gods  and their  role in shaping 
mortal futures.

Some Modern Perspectives on “Hope”
It will be helpful to examine some of the recent work on “hope” in mod-
ern contexts. As Maria Miceli and Cristiano Castlefranchi have argued, 
hope about the future differs from, say, forecasting; they give the key ele-
ments of hope as “a) the belief that ‘possible p’; b) the goal or wish that p 
(or not-p) obtains; c) the belief that p’s achievement is not completely 
within one’s control”.23 Drawing on this analysis, it appears that hope in a 
modern sense indicates the coexistence of, first of all, assessments of the 
situation—the basis for a sense of possibility—but also, crucially, the pres-
ence of uncertainty. As Miceli and Castelfranchi observe, “A strong confi-
dence about p’s occurrence or one’s ability to bring it about leave [sic] 
little room to hope.”24 They draw attention to the ways in which hope 
implies instead the “limitations of one’s agency. A distinguishing feature of 
hope is exactly this ‘faith’ in forces that are (or may be) beyond one’s 
control”.25

I will come back to this idea of “forces beyond one’s control” and ques-
tions of agency, but first, I want to draw attention to the emotional dimen-
sions of this definition of hope. As Miceli and Castelfranchi argue, “in 

22 I will go on to discuss these specific examples later in the essay, but briefly note here the 
approaches of Donald Lateiner (“Nikias’ Inadequate Encouragement”, esp. 202) and Natalia 
Tsoumpra (“Politics of Hopelessness”, esp. 122) on Thucydides 7.77.1–3.

23 Miceli and Castelfranchi, “Wish and Possibility”, 258.
24 Miceli and Castelfranchi, “Wish and Possibility”, 257.
25 Miceli and Castelfranchi, “Wish and Possibility”, 258.
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hope, p is believed to be merely possible”; it does not simply involve opti-
mism. Indeed, they stress the concurrent role of fear as the shadow side of 
hope, a sense of the potential for failure that sharpens the sense of desire 
or confidence, which is inherent in the presence of uncertainty, creating 
anxiety: “An anxious state of mind actually implies the belief that the out-
come might be negative, but also the opposing (though often more fee-
ble) belief that the outcome might be positive. This mixture of, and 
conflict between, hope and fear has been considered as typical of anxiety.”26 
This uncertainty can still create motivation for action: “The implicit rea-
soning typical of a hopeful attitude might be rephrased [sic] as follows: ‘As 
long as the negative evidence available is insufficient (to obtain full cer-
tainty), let’s hope (and act) for the better.’”27

While this approach focuses on uncertainty, other scholars have explored 
the negative valencing of “hope” highlighting different dimensions. For 
example, Katie Stockdale has argued that “what distinguishes pleasant 
hopes from unpleasant hopes is the object of hope: Pleasant hopes are for 
happy outcomes, whereas fearful hopes are about escaping a threat.”28 
Jack Kwong, in contrast, expands the meaning of the terms we tend to use: 
he makes the key suggestion that there is a difference between English 
uses of, on the one hand, “hope”, “as a verb and as something that we 
do”, and, on the other hand, “hopefulness”, where hope can be experi-
enced alongside feelings of neutrality or indeed feelings of despair; it is 
hopefulness that provides the unequivocal sense of optimism. Kwong gives 
the example of two different attitudes to winning the lottery. While one 
person “hopes to win the lottery, desires to win and believes that he can”, 
the other may share those feelings of desire and believe in the possibility of 
winning, but remain “indifferent and skeptical”.29 And stronger negative 
feelings are also possible where there is “hope”: thus, as Kwong argues, 
people may “hope for racial justice and equality”, but they may not be 
hopeful that it will happen; indeed, they may despair.

26 Miceli and Castelfranchi, “Wish and Possibility”, 264.
27 Miceli and Castelfranchi, “Wish and Possibility”, 270.
28 Stockdale “Emotional Hope”, 22; discussed by Kwong, “Phenomenology”, passim, 

esp. p. 315.
29 Kwong, “Phenomenology”, 316–318 is analysing an example provided by Meirav, 

“Nature of Hope” in which Meirav argues against a definition of hope as “To hope for an 
outcome is to desire it and to believe that its realisation is possible” on the grounds that this 
could be accompanied by a sense of despair. Kwong argues that his division between hope 
and hopefulness allows this problem to be resolved.
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If we return to some of the ancient passages already mentioned above, 
we can see how these perspectives, which allow for the negative valencing 
of concepts of “hope”, may expand our interpretations of elpis. For exam-
ple, when Penelope addresses Antinous about the stranger’s chance of 
stringing Odysseus’ bow, we may read this as conveying a situation rich 
with emotional implications, if, with Miceli and Castelfranchi, we think of 
“hope” as conveying a sense of uncertainty, or suggest with Stockdale that 
the object of “hope” may be unpleasant, or explore the sense that “hope” 
may not be positive. For example, could it be that Penelope is taunting 
Antinous—emphasising the uncertainty of the situation, suggesting a 
sense of dread on his part that the outcome he fears may indeed be possi-
ble? And this, in turn, may prompt suggestions about Penelope’s emo-
tional response to this situation and its implications.

With these insights, then, we may begin to deepen the simpler division 
between marked and unmarked forms of hope and move towards a more 
nuanced understanding of how we use this term “hope” and its cognates 
in modern parlance—and, thus, how we understand elpis in ancient texts, 
as well. If we take Kwong’s approach  to “hope”, we can suggest that 
Cairns’ marked form of elpis, the form that is optimistic in nature, may be 
translated as “hopefulness”; we can perhaps, also with Kwong, regard this 
as an emotion. In turn, Cairns’ unmarked form of elpis may be taken as 
“hope”—a particular stance towards future events. For Cairns and others 
who adopt this approach, it is a propositional action, largely understood as 
an unemotional stance of expectation; but our further exploration of it 
suggests that while indifference may be the accompanying emotion, it 
need not be. It may be that, as with modern interpretations of “hope”, 
elpis may be better understood as an anticipational stance, redolent with 
uncertainty, and potentially accompanied by a range of emotions.

This perspective, I think, allows there to be a helpful nuancing of the 
current analyses of ancient texts that I have already discussed. For exam-
ple, as I have indicated, in Kazantzidis’ and Spatharas’ analyses of passages 
from the Prognosticon, they identify what they call “Neutral, propositional 
elpis.”30 I would suggest, in contrast, that these passages reveal a combina-
tion of possibility, uncertainty and accompanying emotions—specifically, 
negative emotions. Thus, at Prognosticon 7.7, the author says that a rapid 
motion in patients’ pupils indicates an elpis of madness. This is not an out-
come that the doctor or the patient would want—it is to be feared. I 

30 Kazantzidis and Spatharas, “Introductory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 7.
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would suggest then that use of elpis here signals not a neutral propositional 
elpis, but rather a statement of anticipation, and one that is accompanied 
by an emotion—the fear of this negative  possible outcome. In fact, 
Kazantzidis and Spatharas themselves offer a slightly confusing response, 
stating that “No doctor would want the deterioration of his patient’s 
health and, hence, he surely means that madness must be expected as a 
negative outcome.”31 Such an interpretation would mean that elpis loses 
any sense of uncertainty and takes on an unexpected sense of inevitability; 
it also surely suggests that elpis cannot simply be understood as emotion-
ally “neutral”.

Four further examples of the uses of elpis and its cognates in the 
Prognosticon offer similar examples of “hope” as a disposition of anticipa-
tion, in which, as we might expect from the analytical nature of the text, 
the emphasis is on anticipating a possible outcome, with, in each case, an 
accompanying negative or positive valence. Thus, in Prognosticon 9, the 
employment of hope is accompanied by positive emotion:

if the patient should show himself bearing up against the illness, or manifest, 
in addition to the signs mentioned before, some other symptom indicating 
recovery, the illness may be expected (elpis) to turn to an abscession, with 
the result that the patient loses the blackened members but recovers.32

This sense of positivity is tempered in Prognosticon 15 and 22 by a diminu-
tion of possibility. First in 15: “the patient may be expected (elpis) to die 
on the fourteenth day unless some good symptom happens to him.”33

And then in 22:

At this time of life, however, relapses occur and prove fatal to most, while 
younger men die before the ear suppurates. When white pus flows from the 
ear, you may hope (elpis) that a young man may recover, if besides he shows 
some other favourable symptom.34

Finally, in Prognosticon 19 the contrast between emotional states is under-
lined by the juxtaposition of two alternatives: one situation is anelpistos, 
which makes clear that this is an emotionally negative outcome; the other 
offers pollai elpides (“much hope”)—a positive possibility:

31 Kazantzidis and Spatharas, “Introductory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 7.
32 Hippocrates, Prognosticon 9.
33 Hippocrates, Prognosticon 15.
34 Hippocrates, Prognosticon 22.
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So pay attention to the other symptoms also, since, if another bad symptom 
supervene, the case is hopeless (anelpistos); but if, when the disorder jumps 
to the diaphragm, the other symptoms that supervene are not bad, confi-
dently expect (pollai elpides) that empyema will occur in this case.35

It seems highly likely that texts about disease, which include consider-
ations of dreaded outcomes, would also have an emotional dimension. 
And, looking over these passages, I would argue that far from offering 
neutral meanings of “hope”, we can find those emotional readings. 
Modern analyses of “hope” allow for the possibility of an emotional 
response, both positive and negative; and, if we can be open to reading 
these texts with this in mind, then perhaps this expands our understanding 
also of the use of elpis in these contexts.

The second example of a neutral, propositional sense of elpis given by 
Kazantzidis’ and Spatharas’ from Lysias 3.2, also raises some questions—
and, indeed, they also admit it is “less straightforward”.36 Nevertheless, 
they argue that the defendant uses the verb elpizein, “to suggest that, 
thanks to the Areopagites’ long experience as dikasts, he expects to be 
treated justly, i.e., to be acquitted”.37 Kazantzidis and Spatharas argue that 
it would be wrong to translate the term as “hope” on the grounds that the 
defendant states that he is before experienced dikasts who will not be taken 
in by a false argument. Thus, they state “their favourable verdict is pre-
sented as almost certain, because the defendant knows and the Areopagites 
will surely conclude that he has not committed the crime that he is accused 
of.”38 In contrast, I want to suggest that to read this statement in this way 
is to risk missing the nuances of the defendant’s presentation. Rather, his 
statement brings his fear explicitly to the foreground, and he states the 
possibility that plots and chances (paraskeuai and tuchai) may produce a 
surprising verdict. His final assertion of hope is an indication of his desire. 
There is rhetoric at play here: the speaker’s expression of his confidence in 
the dikasts’ wisdom is intended to be persuasive (and, likewise, it would 
not be productive rhetorically for him to state his surety of the outcome). 
The use of the verb elpizein here is far from neutral; rather it communi-
cates the defendant’s desire and his fear.

35 Hippocrates, Prognosticon 19.
36 Kazantzidis and Spatharas, “Introductory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 7.
37 Kazantzidis and Spatharas, “Introductory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 7.
38 Kazantzidis and Spatharas, “Introdusctory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 7.
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These are useful examples, I think, for considering how, when we reflect 
on a text, and assess the state of anticipation of an individual and their 
disposition towards the future, then the description of them as “suppos-
ing” or “expecting” may be insufficient. And modern analyses of hope, 
which feature the interaction of emotions and reasoning, suggest that this 
is not such an unusual idea. Indeed, Claudia Blöser has argued that hope 
may be accompanied by different emotional states, and have very different 
motivational outcomes, and so it may be more helpful to think of different 
uses of “hope” as offering a Wittgensteinian family resemblance.39 And the 
same, I would like to suggest may also be the case with ancient Greek elpis: 
we might think of it as a term that for the Greeks could signal anticipation, 
both of something bad as well as something good; encompassing not only 
positive emotions of desire and confidence, but also negative emotions of 
dread and fear; and with a concomitant sense of uncertainty (and associ-
ated anxiety). In the next section, I want to investigate further how this 
interpretation of elpis may enrich our interpretations of ancient historical 
writing, focusing on the work of Herodotus and of Thucydides.

“Hope” in Herodotus and Thucydides

When we turn to the ancient historians, Herodotus and Thucydides, there 
is no doubt that they are aware of the power of elpis as a positive motiva-
tional force.40 Moreover, and linking to the arguments of the preceding 
section of this chapter, I want to stress that their use of this concept sug-
gests it is a force that can move individuals to act, prompted by both posi-
tive and negative emotions. Consideration of this additional aspect adds 
nuances to our reading of this term and its cognates, and supports a more 
sophisticated understanding of the passages in which they appear. In what 
follows, I am using popular and expert translations of the texts, each of 
which tends to translate elpis and its cognates in terms of “expectations” or 
“assumptions”. In what follows, I want to raise some questions about these 
approaches and raise the possibility that these terms have meanings that are 
more emotional and concerned with “hope” and “hopefulness”. I will start 
with two examples from Herodotos, both in the voice of the author.

39 Blöser, “Irreducible Concept”.
40 Thucydides certainly uses it more frequently, but as I have argued elsewhere (see 

Eidinow, Luck, Fate and Fortune) he also provides a significant focus on the constant pres-
ence of uncertainty.

2  FROM MODERN “HOPE” TO ANCIENT ELPIS  



36

First, at Herodotus 4.135, the Scythians are under attack by the Persians, 
led by King Darius, but the Scythians have the upper hand and Darius, on 
the advice of Gobryas, decides he must take his forces to the bridge over 
the Ister to escape:41

Darius tethered all the donkeys and left behind in the camp those of his men 
who were sick and those whose loss would have the least impact. He left the 
donkeys because he wanted them to bray, and he left the weaker elements 
among his troops because of their weakness, but the reason he actually gave 
them was that he and the unimpaired elements of his army were going to 
launch an attack against the Scythians, and that in the mean time they were 
to guard the camp. This was the explanation Darius gave the men he was 
leaving behind, and then he lit the fires and raced away as quickly as possible 
towards the Ister. As for the donkeys, on finding themselves abandoned by 
the bulk of the army they brayed far more than normal, and when the 
Scythians heard them they were convinced (ēlpizon) that the Persians were 
where they expected them to be.

As we can see, the translation made here indicates an assumption that has 
been made by the Scythians; but I think the use of this term, ēlpizon, offers 
both a richer meaning and a wider insight into the events and characters 
involved in this episode. Let us consider the context in which this episode 
occurs: the Scythians have been drawing the Persian forces deeper and 
deeper into their country; they have presented Darius with gifts—a bird, a 
mouse, a frog, and five arrows—and he has been unable to figure out their 
meaning. It is Gobryas who understands their significance and explains it 
to Darius: “Listen, men of Persia: if you don’t become birds and fly up into 
the sky, or mice and burrow into the ground, or frogs and jump into the 
lakes, you’ll never return home, because you’ll be shot down by these 
arrows.”42 Facing defeat, Darius is persuaded to steal away, by night, with 
those of his men who are still able-bodied, leaving the others behind, and 
it is in that context that Herodotos employs the verb, elpizein. And while 
it is being used, most straightforwardly, to communicate about the situa-
tion of the Scythians, it occurs in a context in which most of the action is 
shown to the audience of the text through the eyes of Persians. The major-
ity of the focalisation of this passage rests with Darius and his dread-filled 
journey to the river. And, in fact, it is almost a disaster for Darius and his 

41 Herodotos, The Histories, 4.135 (translated here and below by Waterfield 1998).
42 Herodotos, The Histories, 4.132.3.
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men—the Scythians reach the bridge before them, and urge the Ionians to 
break it up, and it is only their betrayal that saves Darius’ life.

In that context, I want to suggest that use of the term ēlpizon encour-
ages the reader to look beyond the mental activity of the Scythians, and 
provides some insight into the emotional reactions of the other characters 
depicted, opening up a world of interacting anticipations. First, and most 
obviously, the verb evokes the thoughts of the Scythians about the behav-
iour of the Persian invaders. The text notes that the animal sounds that 
they hear indicate to them that the Persian invaders had stayed in place: 
thus, we learn something about the Scythians’ emotions about the battle 
to come, but it is unclear whether they are looking forward to it or not. Is 
this hope or is it hopefulness? The answer to that question is mixed; for 
some it will be hope (positive or negative), for others hopefulness. While 
this aspect remains ambiguous, however, by making the Scythians’ antici-
patory processes explicit, the use of the term also raises for the reader the 
question of how their enemies are feeling. The answer again is mixed: first, 
by introducing this verb, Herodotos gives the reader some sense of the 
anticipation felt by the escaping Persian soldiers—and their fears that the 
Scythians themselves have not been convinced that they are still in place. 
This is a negative “hope”, in the sense that they want to escape the Scythian 
army, but fear they have not  achieved this. In turn, the anticipation of 
those Persians left in the camp that their fellow soldiers remain alongside 
them is very similar to that of the enemy: while they may have positive or 
negative hope about the outcome of the battle to come, I would suggest 
that they hold a positive anticipation (a “hopefulness”) that they are still 
accompanied by their fellow soldiers.

Readers of this chapter may disagree with this analysis of the emotions 
represented in this passage; and perhaps this ambiguity is part of the point. 
Herodotos’ description enacts the variety of anticipation and uncertainty 
that the different characters themselves feel. It may not be possible to give 
precise descriptions of the emotional reactions of Scythians, or the fleeing 
or abandoned Persians, but the use of this verb at this point in the narrative 
is powerful. Because of the semantic potential that it offers—so much 
more than either “expectation” or “desire”—it stimulates the reader to 
explore the emotional experiences of the different characters portrayed.

Another example of the rich possibilities of this term occurs in Book 9 
(110.1), where Queen Amestris is trying to decide who has prompted the 
adultery of her husband King Xerxes, which she has discovered through 
the disappearance of a mantle that Xerxes has given to his lover. Her 
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feelings about this event are far from neutral, and we learn that she will 
torture the woman that she holds responsible, who is, intriguingly, not the 
lover herself, but the lover’s mother.

Amestris heard that Artaynte had the shawl, but this information did not 
make her angry with Artaynte. Instead she assumed (elpizousa) that her 
mother was to blame and was responsible for the whole business, and so it 
was Masistes’ wife whose destruction she started to plot.43

Some have seen Amestris’ reflections on who it is that is responsible as a 
neutral process of “supposition” or “expectation”;44 indeed, that is the 
translation often given here. But, I would argue, rather, that, if we set this 
episode in context, the use of the participle elpizousa communicates far 
more to the reader. Occurring in a moment of horrified realisation, the 
verb conveys the experience of Amestris’ recognition of the person respon-
sible for her pain—and, alongside it, her anticipation of the revenge she 
then begins to plot. Whether this is something that she desires with posi-
tive or negative feelings is unclear; but again, as with the Scythian passage, 
the use of the term opens up the emotional possibilities of the narrative. 
Thus, in both passages, employment of this verb does not so much indi-
cate a cognitive process of certain supposition; instead, I think, it offers an 
indication that this is a situation that involves strongly felt, mixed emo-
tions. To read these passages in this way brings these characters to life: in 
the first passage, we can see that the Scythians are filled with anticipation 
about what they must face, and their concerns interact with similar emo-
tional anticipation on the part of their enemies—both those in the camp 
and those who have fled. In turn, in this second example, we meet a queen 
depicted not as an unfeeling cypher, but rather as a woman facing a hor-
rible situation and filled with conflicting emotions.

In these examples, Herodotos uses the verb elpizein to describe, as nar-
rator, the experiences of individuals, and, I would argue, to give the reader 
a richer sense of those characters’ emotional conflicts. This is worth bear-
ing in mind when we see these terms used by the characters themselves, 
and I am not convinced by the argument made, for example, by Donald 
Lateiner when he suggests that these hopes tend to “exspectare, not spe-
rare”, that  they “voice mostly dubious, expected calculations, not wild 

43 Herodotos, The Histories, 9.110.1.
44 Lateiner, “Elpis as Emotion and Reason”, 134.
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hopes”.45 For example, Lateiner notes how, as the Greeks are contemplat-
ing strategies before the Battle of Salamis, Herodotos puts into the mouth 
of Themistocles some strategic advice for the Spartan Eurybiades:46

If the outcome is as I expect (elpizō) and we’re victorious at sea, the Persians 
won’t appear at your Isthmus; in fact, they won’t get any further than Attica. 
They will retreat in disorder, and we will profit by the safety of Megara, 
Aegina, and Salamis—which is, after all, the place where it has been foretold 
that we will overcome the enemy. It is sound planning that invariably earns 
us the outcome we want; without it, even the gods are unlikely to look with 
favour on our designs.

Themistocles’ anticipation of events, Lateiner notes, unusually turns out 
to be right. He describes this passage as part of Themistocles’ plea for a 
“reasoned strategy”; again, we see the translation provided by Waterfield 
supports that interpretation.47 But while Themistocles himself frames his 
ideas in terms of “sound planning”, we must be careful about how we 
interpret his rhetoric. Themistocles is attempting to persuade the Spartans 
and other allies to stay and fight at Salamis. Thus, Themistocles builds a 
compelling picture; but he also outlines a string of potential events, each 
dependent on the preceding one for its outcome—and none of these 
events offers the Greek forces any certainty. He does admit this when, at 
the beginning of his account, he uses the phrase “if things turn out as I 
hope”. Indeed, he goes on to underline how the judgement of what is a 
reasoned strategy lies, in the end, with the gods; and, in looking to Salamis 
as the site of the culminating battle, his supporting evidence is an oracle 
from Delphi.

If we acknowledge the rhetoric of his presentation, it becomes difficult 
to trace a clear sense of neutral expectation in Themistocles’ speech: even 
as it is constructed to indicate calculation, it actually rather depends on 
“hope”; even while apparently listing steps to victory, it is pervaded with a 
sense of uncertainty and the possibility of the negative outcome that the 
Greeks are dreading; even as it highlights the strengths of the Greeks, it 
draws attention to their dependence on divine favour. The speech is an 
example of Themistocles’ rhetorical power—Herodotos uses it, I suggest, 
to communicate Themistocles’ character. And this example of Themistocles’ 

45 Lateiner, “Elpis as Emotion and Reason”, 134 (italics in original).
46 Herodotos, The Histories, 8.60C.1.
47 Lateiner, “Elpis as Emotion and Reason”, 134.
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rhetoric, revealed as both a strategic plan and a commentary on the role of 
the gods in mortal lives, takes me to the final aspect of ancient Greek elpis 
that I want to discuss: the role of the supernatural in the semantic network 
of elpis.

Divine and Mortal Agency

As we have seen, Themistocles attempts to strengthen his argument by 
appealing first to a prophecy, which identifies Salamis as the location of the 
Persian defeat, and then to a recognisable potential pattern of divine 
behaviour, that is, the support of the gods for men who make reasonable 
plans. Even as they are introduced as rhetorical elements to bolster 
Themistocles’ argument, at the same time, we have to note, they also raise 
the idea of the potential for failure, and introduce into Themistocles’ pre-
sentation a crucial theme of uncertainty. In this example, the role of the 
gods is made explicit, but elsewhere in Herodotus’ and Thucydides’ writ-
ings it often appears more subtly, through the appearance of tyche or 
chance. In other work, I have argued for the role of tyche in the historians;48 
here, I want to build on those arguments to consider how tyche, both as an 
explicitly divine presence and as a potentially more neutral force, can be 
seen to work alongside elpis.

 Herodotus’ Histories, where the depiction of the character of Kroisos 
provides a remarkably clear example of this relationship between elpis and 
tyche. Throughout Kroisos’ story, elpis—and its disappointment—appears 
as a consistent theme. Most famously, Kroisos misunderstands the message 
he receives from the Delphic oracle concerning his chances of beating the 
Persian empire: “Meanwhile, due to his misunderstanding of the oracle, 
Kroisos invaded Cappadocia, on the assumption (elpisas) that he would 
depose Kyros and destroy the Persian empire”;49 and “It was because 
Kroisos had this complaint against Kyros that he sent emissaries to the 
oracle to see if he should attack Persia. And so, when he received the 
ambiguous response from the oracle, he assumed (elpisas) that it was 
favourable to him, and invaded Persian territory”;50 and “So battle was 
joined, and as soon as the horses smelled and saw the camels, they turned 
tail and Kroisos’ hopes (he elpis) were destroyed.”51

48 Eidinow, Luck, Fate, and Fortune.
49 Herodotos, The Histories, 1.71.1.
50 Herodotos, The Histories, 1.75.2.
51 Herodotos, The Histories, 1.80.5.
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But elpis is a part of Kroisos’ story from much earlier: for example, soon 
after he appears in the narrative, he is visited by the wise Athenian, Solon. 
Kroisos asks Solon if he has met anyone that is happier than everyone else. 
As Herodotos tells us, “In asking the question, he was expecting (elpizōn) 
to be named as the happiest of all men, but Solon preferred truth to flat-
tery and said, ‘Yes my lord: Tellus of Athens.’”52 Solon then goes on to 
describe the lives of the second happiest of men (also not Kroisos), and 
then explains how people’s lives are shaped by divine interventions. With 
the introduction that “It follows, Kroisos, that human life is entirely a mat-
ter of chance (symphorē)”,53 he describes the role of fortune (tyche) in 
human life, and ends with the instruction that “It is necessary to consider 
the end of anything, however, and to see how it will turn out, because the 
god often offers prosperity to men, but then destroys them utterly and 
completely.”54

Solon provides us with some insights into the ways in which elpis may 
seem to be based on reason and logic—and yet may still be undermined by 
divine interference. In doing so, we see how these two concepts of elpis 
and tyche powerfully express the ancient Greek perception of the role of 
the gods in human lives. Tyche, by its very nature, disrupts mortal anticipa-
tion of future events; but, in addition (and perhaps in contrast), we can 
also observe that it is the possibility of tyche, and of other divine forces, that 
makes elpis feasible, because their role is to open up possibilities, to create 
uncertainty. Thus, elpis and tyche are far from terms of neutral assessment; 
rather, they are part of the network of terms that convey the relationship 
of mortals to the divine and the role of the gods in the anticipation of 
future events.

While that may all seem quite appropriate for Herodotos, might we 
expect something different from Thucydides? To explore this question, I 
focus here on one key example from his History of the Peloponnesian War: 
the speech given by the general Nikias in Book 7 (7.61–4), as he faces the 
ruination of the expedition and destruction of the Athenian army in 
Sicily. Here, we see the Athenian army through Nikias’ eyes: they are dis-
heartened by the defeat of the navy, and he speaks to encourage them.55 
He argues (7.61.2) that “We should not be downhearted (athumein). We 
should not behave like utter novices who are thrown by early defeats and 

52 Herodotos, The Histories, 1.30.3.
53 Herodotos, The Histories, 1.32.4.
54 Herodotos, The Histories, 1.32.9.
55 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, 7.60.5.
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for ever afterwards let those first disasters shape their expectations of a fear-
ful outcome (epeita dia pantos tēn elpida tou phobou homoian tais xumpho-
rais echousin)”;56 instead, he tells them, they should consider “how wars 
take unexpected turns: and prepare yourselves for this battle in the hope 
that fortune (Tyche) will stand on our side”.57

It has been said that in this passage, Nikias “retreats from qualified but 
real confidence in a great army, to a catalog of futile cliches about chance 
and hope”,58 and that his constant references to tyche reveal how in this 
speech, “Hope is… inextricably linked with superstition and a naïve, 
groundless belief in the divine.”59 I find this an odd characterisation of 
Nikias in his cultural context—it is one that seems to overlook how, in this 
ancient culture, relations with and communications from the gods were 
not deemed irrational. And, building on that idea, I want to suggest that 
Thucydides, in this episode and elsewhere, like Herodotos, is using elpis 
and tyche not simply to reveal a vapid acknowledgement of what we would 
call “superstition”, but rather to evoke both the depth of desperation felt 
by the Athenians in this situation and the emotional depth of Nikias’ char-
acter—in particular, his regard for his men.

The crucial role of elpis is made particularly vivid in this context by 
Thucydides’ reference to the danger of its absence. Thucydides tells us that 
the Athenians are “disheartened” (athumountas; Nikias uses the verb 
athumein, “to be disheartened”,  too); and the danger is that they will 
become (as Thucydides’ repeatedly mentions during this episode) anelpis-
tos, that is “without elpis”.60 Remembering the analyses of the role of 
uncertainty in “hope”, we can see that to be anelpistos is, actually, to be 
without this crucial uncertainty—which also means to be without possibil-
ity. This meaning of anelpistos is vividly illustrated by Thucydides’ com-
mentary on reactions to the plague episode in Book 2:61

By far the most terrible feature in the malady was the dejection which ensued 
when anyone felt himself sickening, for the despair (to anelpiston) into which 
they instantly fell took away their power of resistance, and left them a much 

56 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, 7.61.2 (translated here and below 
by Hammond 2009).

57 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, 7.61.3.
58 Lateiner, “Nikias’ Inadequate Encouragement”, 202.
59 Tsoumpra, “Politics of Hopelessness”, 122.
60 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, 6.17.8, 7.4.4, 7.47.2, 7.71.7, 8.1.1.
61 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, 2.51.4.
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easier prey to the disorder; besides which, there was the awful spectacle of 
men dying like sheep, through having caught the infection in nursing each 
other. This caused the greatest mortality.

Thus, returning to Nikias’ speech, we can argue on this basis, that far from 
succumbing to “superstition”, he is, I would argue, fighting to prevent his 
men from sinking into despair; he is aiming to maintain in them a sense of 
possibility.

The phrase that Nikias uses is complex Greek:  epeita dia pantos tēn 
elpida tou phobou homoian tais xumphorais echousin, which, literally trans-
lated, seems to mean “in the future, throughout everything, they carry the 
elpis of fear, equivalent to the disasters we have met.” Commentators on 
the sentence have leant heavily on elpis as meaning “expectation”. For 
example, Smith (1886) refers to “the expectation of their fear, i.e. the 
expectation which in their fear they entertain takes the colour of the mis-
fortunes which they have suffered”, and Marchant (1893) explains “τὴν 
ἐλπίδα is defined by τοῦ φόβου as ‘an expectation that falls in the sphere of 
fear’.”62 More recent analysis also focuses on this term: Chris Pelling trans-
lates this phrase as, “always have their expectation driven by their fear [lit. 
‘belonging to the fear’] to be in line with what they have suffered.” And 
he takes a similar approach to Nikias’ emphasis on elpis to the scholars we 
have discussed, referring to his repeated use of it with the description 
“pathetically”.63

But, as we have argued, translating elpis simply as “expectation” tends 
not to communicate the emotional tenor that it conveys. Here, as Nikias 
and his men face death, he actually uses it with a very particular emotional 
term: tēn elpida tou phobou. The phrase conjoins elpis with phobos, “fear”. 
This is not about an optimistic sense of “hopefulness”, but nor is it a sim-
ple, neutral state of supposition. Rather, it is an explicit expression of antic-
ipation, a state of “hope” that carries not only the anxiety of uncertainty, 
but also fear—a fear that is likened to that experienced with regard to 
other great disasters.64 In using this term, then, Nikias seems not to be 

62 Smith, Commentary on Thucydides and Marchant, Thucydides.
63 Pelling, Thucydides: 204; he cites Lateiner, “Elpis as Emotion and Reason”, 148.
64 Huart, Le Vocabulaire de l’Analyse Psychologique:145 observes that in other contexts, 

Thucydides uses elpizein to signal an expectation that also includes a sense of hope as emo-
tionally understood. In his discussion of this passage (143–4), however, he argues that the 
speech made by Nikias, with its reference to Tyche, can have done little to raise the morale of 
the soldiers.

2  FROM MODERN “HOPE” TO ANCIENT ELPIS  



44

resorting to the easy rhetoric of which some scholars have accused him. 
Rather, he seems to be acknowledging the dread that his soldiers are highly 
likely to be feeling.

And nor, I suggest, by referring to a potential change of fortune engi-
neered by tyche, is he simply succumbing to “superstition”. Nikias is, 
rather, reframing the situation to allow for some sense of agency amongst 
his men. To support this argument, as well as noting again the likely per-
vasive cultural understandings of the role of the divine in human lives, I 
also draw on an analysis of hope and agency put forward by Julia Cook and 
Hernán Cuervo who explore hope’s relationship to futurity.65 They argue 
for different forms of hope—representational (focused on specific ideas of 
the future) and non-representational (concerned with more general ideas). 
They underline how a sense of agency with regard to these forms of hope 
varies, not with the type of hope that is held, but with an individual’s per-
ceptions of their circumstances and social positions. Thus, the modes of 
hope (representational and non-representational) are not mutually exclu-
sive: “modes of hope are subject to change, shifting along with the con-
tours of the events or circumstances that individuals experience, with the 
specific ways in which they understand or experience them, and with the 
social positions that they occupy.”66 Drawing on this argument, we can 
observe how, in this situation, Nikias cannot offer the specifics of what will 
happen: his men know that. Instead, he offers his men a view of what they 
understand as general human experience, which includes the role of the 
divine in redirecting human affairs. He cannot offer his men representa-
tional hope, so he reaches for non-representational hope; he seeks to 
reshape his men’s perceptions of the situation.

Thus, I argue that Thucydides has introduced into Nikias’ speech the 
notion of elpis and its relationship with tyche, to achieve a number of objec-
tives that enrich the depiction of Nikias’ character, and of the situation. 
First, the use of these terms illustrates the desperate state of the Athenians: 
here they find themselves in terrible circumstances. But, as Nikias’ speech 
indicates, it is likely to be yet more dreadful to succumb to anelpiston, a 
lack of elpis, that is, a form of despair. Continuing to believe in the possi-
bility of the element of chance, of tyche, of the invisible supernatural forces 
that direct human events, is crucial. By using Nikias to voice these ideas, 
Thucydides is drawing attention to his character, revealing the resilience of 
Nikias’ response in the face of terrible events. Nikias is attempting to 

65 Cook and Cuervo, “Agency, Futurity and Representation”.
66 Cook and Cuervo, “Agency, Futurity and Representation”, 1113.
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sustain his men’s belief in their own agency by desperately trying to main-
tain morale. In terrible circumstances, Nikias is working actively to instil in 
them a non-representational hope—that the terrible situation that the 
Athenian army finds itself in may change. Through the use of this lan-
guage, by references to elpis with the full emotional force that it conveys, 
Thucydides conveys a richer depiction of the situation, and creates, in his 
portrayal of Nikias, a far more complex individual than previous commen-
taries have suggested.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have argued that, by drawing on modern analyses of 
“hope”, we can nuance current scholarly approaches to the Classical Greek 
term elpis. Rather than giving a meaning for elpis that is divided between 
emotional desiring on the one hand and intellectual expectation on the 
other, this analysis has suggested that elpis and its cognates offers a more 
nuanced semantic network, a family of meanings that conveys a range of 
dispositions of anticipation. These can involve either positive or negative 
emotions, as well as a sense of indifference. But importantly, as I have 
argued, that disposition of anticipation must be viewed within its cultural 
context—any ancient thought about mortal affairs necessarily involved the 
role of the supernatural. Thus, elpis-related terms also offer some insight 
into, and play a role as part of, the larger semantic network, or “family”, 
of concepts relating to the ancient Greek comprehension of humankind’s 
relationship to the future—a relationship that involved not only intellec-
tual expectations and emotions, but also interactions with the divine. With 
this understanding of the range of meanings offered by this term, we may 
more effectively explore the use of elpis and its cognates across different 
narratives, as terms that provide subtle, but surprisingly powerful, emo-
tional depth to situations and characters.
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CHAPTER 3

Searching for Hope in Roman Antiquity: 
Changing Patterns of Discourses and Agency

Ville Vuolanto

Introduction

Does not an industrious peasant plant trees the fruit of which he will never 
see? Does not a great man found laws, institutions, and society itself? What 
does the procreation of children mean, what the cares to continue our 
names, what the adoption of children, what the diligence in drawing up 
wills, what even the inscriptions on monuments and panegyrics, but that our 
thoughts run on into the future, too?1

1 Cicero, Tusculan Disputations 1.14.31: “Maxumum vero argumentum est naturam 
ipsam de inmortalitate animorum tacitam iudicare, quod omnibus curae sunt, et maxumae 
quidem, quae post mortem futura sint. ‘serit arbores, quae alteri saeclo prosint’, ut ait 
[Statius] in Synephebis, quid spectans nisi etiam postera saecula ad se pertinere? ergo arbores 
seret diligens agricola, quarum aspiciet bacam ipse numquam; vir magnus leges, instituta, 
rem publicam non seret? quid procreatio liberorum, quid propagatio nominis, quid adopta-
tiones filiorum, quid testamentorum diligentia, quid ipsa sepulcrorum monumenta, elogia 
significant nisi nos futura etiam cogitare?” The translation is my own.
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Cicero, in his Tusculan Disputations, takes it for granted that for his audi-
ences one of the most relevant features of human existence is a tendency 
to take care of the future. This would, in turn, be reflected in human 
agency. Cicero perceived people to seek meaningfulness in life, which they 
would find in certain future goals. This fits perfectly into the modern defi-
nitions concerning “the sense of hope”.2 He points out factors covering 
different sources of worldly immortality: children, patrimony, and differ-
ent aspects of continuity related to one’s name and commemoration after 
death. Cicero highlights not only the immediate individual hopes for con-
tinuity, but also the importance of care and responsibility towards future 
generations as a motivation and goal for certain action, with references to 
planting trees and developing public institutions. Thus, both the commu-
nal context of hope and continuity and the more individual and family-
related factors for a meaningful life and sense for hope are being 
represented. When Cicero here comments on what he sees as basic pat-
terns of thought for his contemporaries, he is not explicitly referring to 
emotions, nor he is taking any normative stance towards the phenomena 
he depicts; he describes what he understands people are doing as life 
strategies.

The present chapter introduces a theoretical and empirically informed 
framework of how hope can be studied in a meaningful way by a historian 
interested in social history. The aim is to develop a conceptual framework 
for studying the culturally changing ideas of the sense of hope. How was 
hope conceptualised and put into practice in the Roman world, and how 
did the search for a sense of hope depend on the cultural and social con-
texts? How did the rise of Christianity affect these ideas and practices? I 
will approach hope and future-orientedness in Roman culture and society 
at the intersection of three perspectives: hope as an emotion and experi-
ence; hope as a state of mind (sometimes seen as a vice, but in most con-
texts a virtue); and hope as a practice—which, in turn, manifests in 
strategic agency.

For this, I will first discuss the conceptual problems in defining and 
analysing hope in the context of emotions, virtues, and practices. Moving 
forward to identifying a certain emotion or state of mind in past (narra-
tives of) agency, I then present a model to study strategies for a sense of 
hope. Through such practices (visible to the modern scholar), the people 

2 On the interrelationship between meaningfulness in life, goal orientedness, and hope, see 
above, Introduction.
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in the past tried to achieve a sense of hope—or interpreted others to have 
done so. In connection to this, I introduce the theoretical concepts of 
cultural scripts and emotional communities to tie together the individual 
experiences, agency, and shared discourses.

After thus having formed a conceptual and theoretical background, the 
chapter proceeds to a series of cases that present various forms of hope 
prevalent in the Roman world, and it tests how the different theoretical 
perspectives adopted could be applied in the analysis of the sources. The 
cases are drawn from three different contexts: texts pondering the motiva-
tion and agency of the common people by the Roman elites (with cases 
from Roman history writing); funerary commemorative texts by the more 
ordinary people (preserved in Roman epigraphy); and late antique discus-
sions of “proper” hope in Christian life, when the life strategies of the 
people challenged the ecclesiastical writers’ more theologically oriented 
views of hope and futurity (drawn from the texts of ecclesiastical writers).

Hope as a Virtue, an Emotion, and Agency

Many scholars of emotions have pointed out the bodily embeddedness of 
emotions. This has led to a debate on the universality of especially some 
“basic” emotions and their physiological reflections.3 Clearly, however, 
bodily reactions are at least partly culturally dependent, and many emo-
tions do not have any obvious outward bodily manifestations, nor imme-
diate behavioural responses. Thus, the analysis must be based on a wider 
set of practices—of discourses and behaviour—based on how we currently 
define and understand the emotion in question. This is particularly evident 
for hope, which involves futurity, goal-orientedness, and agency. As atti-
tudes and values towards different sources for the sense of hope change, 
the ways in which hope is conceptualised and pursued changes as well: 
instead of vocabulary, there is a need to pay attention to wider discourses 
and agency, or, more specifically, to goal-oriented life strategies.

When Cicero commented on mentality and the patterns of activities of 
his contemporaries, was he depicting hope as an emotion or rather as a 
virtue? Indeed, those issues Cicero enumerated refer to the duties a Roman 
aristocrat was expected to fulfil in terms of pietas—that is, what was con-
sidered virtuous. Thus, in the end, he is describing a community valuing 
the continuity of the state, family, inherited land, honour, and 

3 See the very helpful discussion in Boddice, The History of Emotions, 111–120.
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memory—all the while arguing for the immortality of the soul. Cicero’s 
rhetorical strategy here is to give proof of the human tendency to hope for 
continuity and to think about the future beyond death.

It is not a straightforward enterprise to identify and conceptualise past 
protagonists’ states of mind, the expressions of which depend on the spe-
cific cultural and social contexts. Therefore, it is necessary to anchor the 
research to theoretical perspectives—that is, to tie the current approach to 
a specific modern understanding of the phenomenon to be studied. The 
aim of the present chapter is not to study the use or exact meanings of the 
ancient concepts that translate to modern English as “hope”, but to track 
strategic agency to reach future positive goals among ancient people. 
Thus, even if spes or elpis were not necessarily used for virtuous or positive 
expectations in the pre-Christian world, in modern scholarship the con-
cept of hope as a theoretical concept is defined as a desiderative (affective 
and non-affective) expectancy, referring to a positive emotional disposi-
tion or state of mind.4 In other words, what is here called “hope” was 
positive and virtuous already in Antiquity. The above quote from Cicero is 
a case in point: he is not using any hope words (or even emotives more 
generally)5 to depict or express emotions when he is describing what he 
understands as generally accepted virtuous behaviour. Still, from our per-
spective, he is depicting (sense of) hope and hopefulness in action.

Virtues in the ancient world were seen as manifesting in actions one can 
choose, or at least, they are related to our choices. Thus, it is possible to 
learn to choose “right”, to learn how to live virtuously—that is, to learn 
how to live a good life. For this, self-discipline should be combined with 
education, paideia, as the central influence from outside the individual. 
This education must indeed be combined with habituation—the constant 
practice and exercise of the virtues to be cultivated. Thus, virtues direct 
our disposition for thinking and acting. This is the basic view of Aristotle, 
for example.6 A virtuous person would be capable of critical self-reflection 

4 I am here applying the definitions of hope by Lazarus, “Hope”, and Feldman, “The 
Meaning of Hope and Vice Versa”. Further on defining hope and the social historically ori-
ented study of it, see above, Introduction, with Kazantzidis and Spatharas, “Introductory: 
‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 5–29 on the relationships between spes, elpis, and hope.

5 On emotives, see Reddy, “Emotional Liberty”, with Boddice, The History of 
Emotions, 62–70.

6 Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics 2.6 (1105b 28 – even if he is not particularly mentioning 
hope here), with further on the definitions of hope and virtuousness, in above, Introduction.
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and nurture the right dispositions towards the (accidental) states of 
mind—and act accordingly.

The strong connection between motions of the soul (motus animi) or 
emotions, virtues, and agency even strengthened in Christian thinking. 
According to Augustine, hope is directed to the future, as an emotional 
disposition it is something very desirable for a Christian, and it is ulti-
mately God-given.7 Whereas “the pagans” hoped for immanent happi-
ness—which, Augustine admits, some philosophers thought could be 
reached by exercising the virtues—Christians hoped for transcendental 
bliss. This would allow humans to reach beyond immanence to salvation, 
thus guaranteeing happiness and tangible hope already in this life.8 This, 
in turn, would transform the present existence and make life meaningful. 
Thus, for Augustine, hope is not only a positive expectation of the future, 
but also a virtue to be practised in the present, something an individual 
should have to be able to live as a Christian.9

The above discussion on the interplay between virtues and emotion is 
necessary to understand that writing the history of such emotions as hope 
needs to be connected with dominant discourses on virtues, values, and 
socially expected behavioural patterns particular to the social group in 
question. As we are dealing specifically with such an emotional virtue as 
hope,10 these social groups can conveniently be defined as emotional com-
munities, following Barbara Rosenwein. In such emotional communities, 
there would prevail certain cultural patterns for expressing one’s experi-
ences properly in a given culturally and socially determined context. These 
patterns, in turn, can be called cultural scripts, which are structured by 
cultural norms, values, the material environment, and practices of social 
interaction. These would tie together the normative discourses,  social 
dynamics, and individual agency.11

Coming back to the quote by Cicero: he is presenting not only—or 
rather, not primarily—patterns for individuals yearning for hope, but 
indeed he presents an emotional community in action. Cicero’s interest 
lies in agency: people are planting trees, founding laws and public institu-
tions, having children and adopting them, drawing up wills, and writing 

7 Augustine, City of God 14.9.
8 Augustine, City of God 19.1; 19.4; 19.20.
9 See also below.
10 For emotional virtues, see Corcoran, “The Emotional Virtues”, and above, Introduction.
11 See Rosenwein, Emotional Communities and Katajala-Peltomaa and Toivo, 

“Introduction: Religion as Historical Experience”, with above, Introduction.
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inscriptions and panegyrics to perpetuate the memory of themselves and 
their nearest. Here, he is identifying himself with a community that would 
have seen a sense of continuity and hope as self-evident factors in the 
human life course—and, moreover, doing this by referring simultaneously 
to values, emotions, and agency. In this, he is connecting the public and 
private sources for the sense of hope, depicting the culturally prevalent 
and proper ways in which hope is (and, according to him, should be) cher-
ished in mid-40s BCE Rome, from the viewpoint of a Roman aristocrat.

A Model for the Strategies for the Sense of Hope

To analyse cultural discourses, social dynamics, and repertoires for agency 
connected to hope, I have formed a model for the sense of hope (Fig. 3.1).12 
The model is aimed at creating a conceptual framework that would pro-
vide the means for analysing the significance of the changing cultural and 
social contexts for strategies for hope and futurity. The point of departure 
for the model is that beliefs and attitudes towards family, property, mem-
ory, and the afterlife (as constituents of the sense of hope) are culturally 
constructed and thus historical: they have a decisive effect on how hope 
and a meaningful life are conceptualised and pursued in any given cultural 
and social context and among different social groups.13 To analyse sources 

12 This model is derived from the model of continuity strategies presented for the first time 
in Vuolanto, Children and Asceticism, 41.

13 See Vuolanto, Children and Asceticism, 28–44.

Fig. 3.1  Strategies for the sense of hope
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from this viewpoint, to combine the social world with the individual and 
emotions to practices, the model addresses the emotional and experiential 
dimensions of hope with different modes of agency. Therefore, we should 
see different aspects of strategies for the sense of hope in different cultural 
and social contexts, making it possible to compare the continuities and 
changes in the ways in which the sense of hope and meaningfulness in life 
were pursued. It must be highlighted that the model refers to strategies of 
everyday life in the first place—whether the model would be useful also in 
analysing normative expositions and systematic philosophical views of 
hope and futurity is another matter, one outside the scope of the present 
chapter.

In the model (Fig. 3.1), the main analytical categories are strategies for 
the lifetime versus strategies for the afterlife; material strategies versus 
immaterial strategies; and immanent strategies versus transcendental strat-
egies. Moreover, we may ask if the strategies would rather be based on 
normative expectations (“from above”) or everyday practices (“from 
below”). Accordingly, I would claim that these strategies for the sense of 
hope can further be categorised as strategies for securing one’s own life (in 
personal survival and advancement both physically and socially)—like in 
the hope to recover from an illness or overcome poverty or old age dis-
tress, and acquire social privileges and honour—and strategies for the 
sense of symbolic immortality.14 These latter ones can further be divided 
in four categories: material strategies for patrimony; strategies for repro-
duction, which have at their core the hope of continuity through children; 
strategies for the preservation of social capital, memory, and reputation, 
and the transmission of values and family traditions; and finally, strategies 
for transcendental hope and continuity in afterlife. Even if yearning for the 
sense of hope as such can be seen as an individualistic enterprise, for the 
most part the means and strategies to achieve this goal are fundamentally 
communal and social.

In the following, I will present a series of cases to show the various 
forms this striving for the sense of hope could have taken in the everyday 
life of the Roman world, both in pre-Christian and in Christian contexts. 
The material I present is divided into three categories: first, elite discourses 
on hope with a strong rhetorical stance; second, funerary epitaphs 

14 On symbolic immortality, see Vuolanto, Children and Asceticism, 26–27. The term was 
originally coined by Robert Lifton in 1977. See further Vigilant and Williamson, “Symbolic 
Immortality”.
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reflecting more ordinary views, and third, an example that combines the 
Christian discourse with the ordinary people’s strategies for the sense of 
hope. It should be noted that the material analysed here is not document-
ing individual hopes, but rather contemporary interpretations about the 
goals of different types of agency.

Roman Historiography and the (Imagined) Hopes 
of the Common People

The rejoicing of that day, the concourse of the citizens, their vows as they 
stretched their hands almost to the very heavens, and the hopes which they 
entertained for the perpetual security and the eternal existence of the Roman 
empire, I shall hardly be able to describe …. On that day there sprang up 
once more in parents the sure hope of children, in men of marriage, in pro-
prietors of patrimony, and in all men the hope of safety, order, peace, and 
tranquillity; indeed, it would have been hard to entertain larger hopes, or to 
have them more happily fulfilled.15

Here, Velleius Paterculus, a senator and historian, wishes to highlight the 
great expectations the people of Rome had when Augustus adopted 
Tiberius in 4 CE—that is, some 20 years before this text was written. First, 
Velleius claims that the adoption itself ascertained the security and conti-
nuity of the Roman empire. This, in turn, evoked a general sense of hope. 
Here, Velleius enumerates different material sources for welfare and hope, 
both indirect and direct, as motivating the people, connecting hope with 
marriage and children (that is, in the hope for the continuity of both the 
name and family), and ensuring the continuity and accumulation of patri-
mony. Prosperous times, with order prevailing, and safety and peace in 
private life, form a firm basis for hope—and good governance (without 
fears of civil war) would ensure this.

In comparison to Velleius Paterculus, it is interesting to learn how 
Suetonius—also a member of the ruling elites and a historian, but living 

15 Velleius Paterculus 2.103: “Laetitiam illius diei concursumque civitatis et vota paene 
inserentium caelo manus spemque conceptam perpetuae securitatis aeternitatisque Romani 
imperii vix in illo iusto opere abunde persequi poterimus, nedum hic implere temptemus, 
contenti id unum dixisse quam ille omnibus Faustus fuerit. Tum refulsit certa spes liberorum 
parentibus, viris matrimoniorum, dominis patrimonii, omnibus hominibus salutis, quietis, 
pacis, tranquillitatis, adeo ut nec plus sperari potuerit nec spei responderi felicius” (Translation 
Frederick W. Shipley, slightly modified).
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almost a hundred years later—depicts the dashed hopes following the 
death of Germanicus, the nephew of Tiberius, in 10 CE. Germanicus was 
to become the emperor after Tiberius, and he was an immensely popular 
figure in Rome:

On the day when he passed away the temples were stoned and the altars of 
gods thrown down, while some flung their household gods into the street 
and cast out their newly born children.16

According to Suetonius, despair—that is, losing the sense of hope and 
future prospects—led people even to destroy their personal continuity, as 
they threw out the household gods and abandoned their children. As the 
ultimate symbols of these processes, Suetonius claims that both the imma-
terial and transcendental factors of continuity and hope (household gods), 
and their material and immanent sources (children), had become useless. 
Strong symbolism, indeed.

Connecting the expected good governance to hope was commonplace 
in the Roman world. The emperor, in turn, embodied hope. Spes and elpis 
were often combined with imperial magnanimity. Like the adoption of 
Tiberius was greeted in Velleius’ text, in epigraphy, a new emperor was 
regularly greeted as the fulfilment of the hopes of his subjects.17 The same 
rhetoric inversed was used by Tacitus, as he claimed that when the news 
about Nero’s death was spread, “the respectable part of the common peo-
ple attached to the great houses, and the clients and freedmen of those 
condemned and exiled, were roused to hope”.18 The death of a bad 

16 Suetonius, Caligula 5: “Quo defunctus est die, lapidata sunt templa, subversae deum 
arae, Lares a quibusdam familiares in publicum abiecti, partus coniugum expositi” 
(Translation J. C. Rolfe, slightly modified).

17 Chaniotis, “Elpis”, 360–361.
18 Tacitus, Histories 1.4: “Pars populi integra et magnis domibus adnexa, clientes libertique 

damnatorum et exulum in spem erecti”. This spes is depicted as a virtuous act, as this part of 
the common people is contrasted with the vulgar masses, the basest of slaves and men depen-
dent of Nero’s magnanimity (“plebs sordida et circo ac theatris sueta, simul deterrimi servo-
rum, aut qui adesis bonis per dedecus Neronis alebantur, maesti et rumorum avidi”), who 
could not join in the joy and hopefulness. On Tacitus and hope on the death of Nero, see 
also Kazantzidis and Spatharas, “Introductory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 15, and Papaloannou, “A 
Historian”, 221–222. However, esp. Kazantzidis and Spatharas interpret the use of hope in 
Tacitus here too widely: Tacitus connects hope only to those non-elite people who would 
specifically gain from the death of Nero—that is, those attached to the great houses and 
those who had links to those who suffered from under Nero’s rule. Other groups are 
described to have different emotions, not hope (that is, joy, sorrow, fear, or 
disappointment).
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emperor and the ascension to the throne of a new one would open up 
expectations—hopes—for a new era and better future.

These historiographic texts do not refer directly to the continuance of 
individual commemoration or name, unlike Cicero’s text quoted at the 
beginning of the chapter. Instead, they highlight the contemporary elite’s 
ideas about the interplay between hope and the continuity of the commu-
nity: ultimately, it is the community that safeguards the individual life 
course. When this trust is shaken, even individual hopes are shattered.

It should be noted that the strategies for the sense of hope featured in 
these stories do not necessarily reflect those shared by the common peo-
ple—rather, the examples depict the rhetoric use of the discourses of hope 
among the elites, with normative overtones. They reflect the discursive 
world and cultural patterns prevalent in the context of the emotional com-
munity in which the Roman literate elites participated.

Funerary Inscriptions and the Hopes 
of the Ordinary People

How meaningful were such themes as continuity, futurity, and hope for 
the less well-off in ancient contexts? Most people lived very near to the 
subsistence minimum, and even more generally the demographic realities 
were such as to force everybody to perceive that any strategies for the 
future could come to an end very quickly. This reality is indeed forcefully 
present in the second set of examples—even if this material also shows 
how relevant the strategies for hope and futurity were for the com-
mon people.

Roman funerary inscriptions for children indeed depict a spectrum of 
dashed hopes and expectations among the ordinary people. The texts 
often refer quite generally to the hopes of the parents, like “A horrible fate 
has deprived my parents of the expectations they had of me”,19 or “I, too, 
was eager to raise my child and to bring him to meet the hopes”.20 The 
death of children would “cut down the hopes” of parents, or to force 
them “to throw their hopes into the emptiness”.21

19 Chaniotis, “Elpis”, 354, e.g. “A horrible fate has deprived my parents of the expectations 
they had of me”, GV 1576 (1 cent CE; see also I. Tomis 459, 2nd–3rd cent. CE).

20 I. Tomis 384 (=SEG XLVIII 980, 4th cent. CE).
21 For these, and further examples, see Laes, “High Hopes”.
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What, then, were these hopes in practice? Some inscriptions are rather 
precise: parental hopes of having educated children who would bring 
kindness and pleasure to their parents are sometimes mentioned.22 More 
down to earth, by taking care of their parents in old age, children would 
be “paying back the honours” they had received from their parents.23 
Also, especially for girls, hopes that they would have married are brought 
up.24 For the boys, the hopes for them were not only to have children of 
their own, but also to hold offices and thus add to the family honour, 
meaning the continuation of the name and renown of the family.25

Sometimes the expectations of the community were brought to the 
fore, like when a boy was called the “hope of the fatherland and of the 
father”.26 These inscriptions were indeed public expressions of (expected) 
emotions, encouraging others to live up to hopes now lost in the cases of 
the deceased individuals. The emotional vocabulary in these inscriptions 
would take part in creating emotional communities, as Angelos Chaniotis 
has already pointed out.27 However, the focus of the funerary inscriptions 
is on the private sphere, and the children are presented as the ultimate 
means for continuity and hope—both for the self, and for the family and 
wider community more generally.

In all, the inscriptions show how central a role the offspring would have 
played in strategies for the sense of hope for the common people: they 
would stand for material support in old age, for furthering the social capi-
tal of the family, and for the continuity of the patrimony and the lineage 
more generally. Even if the “proper honours” for the parents, for example, 
would also include the proper burial of the parents and the continuation 
of the religious traditions of the family, the continuance of the religious 
and cultural traditions of the family group are not present in a similar 

22 IG II2 11477 (Athens, 1st/2nd cent.).
23 I. Délos 1852 (1st cent. BCE = SEG 26, 1622), quoted from Chaniotis, “Elpis”, 355. For 

Western examples of inscriptions in which children would pay their parents back for caregiv-
ing, see Laes, “High hopes”, 51.

24 Hopes for giving a child in marriage: I. Pergamon II 586, with Chaniotis, “Elpis”, 355; 
CIRB 130 = GV 1989, with Chaniotis, “Elpis”, 356; SEG 19.728 (2nd cent. CE or later) with 
Bobou, “Hope and the Sub-adult”, 334.

25 Bobou, “Hope and the Sub-adult”; Laes, “High Hopes”, esp. 51–52; Chaniotis, 
“Elpis”, 354–356, on CLE 1148, 4–6; CLE 1170, 13; see also CLE 1403.16 and CLE 92, 
11–12 for the continuation of the family name.

26 I. Perinthos 214 (1st/2nd cent. CE), quoted from Chaniotis, “Elpis”, 356–357.
27 Chaniotis, “Elpis”, 258–259—referring, however, to the benefactors who give the com-

munities hope (of a good future). See also Chaniotis 2016.
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manner in the writings of the Roman aristocracy referred to above. On the 
other hand, the inscriptions as such could represent an aim to immortalise 
the memory of the deceased together with the commemorators them-
selves, to express the yearning for indirect and a worldly hope for continuity.

Naturally, even this material does not show the ideas of hope and futu-
rity of the poorest of the society, who could not have invested in even the 
modest memorials to their nearest and dearest. Still, it shows that hope 
and future perspectives played an important role in the lives of even non-
elite groups in the Roman empire, both in the east and in the west.

Hopes of the Christian Elites and the Common 
People in Late Antiquity

Augustine, in his letter from the early fifth century CE, writes about a 
widow who had feared the death of her daughter, but hoped that she 
might survive by divine intervention—so she made a vow (votum): if the 
girl would survive, she would be dedicated to virginity. The vow was suc-
cessful, and the girl regained her health. But now, as the widow had lost 
her other children, she wanted to make a new deal with God: she would 
dedicate herself to perpetual widowhood and celibacy so that her daughter 
could marry and have children. The widow considered her family a unit 
within which she could contribute multiple strategies for the sense of 
hope: health for her daughter; continuity for her line, and personal salva-
tion in connection with God—thus bringing her family both spiritual and 
social fruits.

Augustine, however, was horrified and argued not only for the superi-
ority of heavenly transcendental strategies and the hope of heavenly bliss 
but for the need to disregard strategies for worldly hope. From his view-
point, the mother had not internalised the core ideas of Christianity nor 
the place of asceticism in Christian life: she had made the vow, now she 
should try to keep it—adding a vow of celibacy to widowhood would have 
been only a small step compared to the prospect of dedicating an unmar-
ried daughter to perpetual virginity. Not only did the widow have such a 
suspect idea as bargaining with God, but she was also about to snatch away 
heavenly rewards from her daughter for the mere continuity of the family 
line for herself.

The widow could have expected Augustine to acknowledge some vir-
tue in her actions—for him, indeed, hope is not only a positive expectation 
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of the future, but also a virtue to be practised in the present. However, we 
see here a clash of two different views on the sources for the sense of hope: 
for Augustine, not all hope is virtuous, only hope oriented towards the 
transcendental—that is, hope for salvation and eternal bliss. This is not to 
say that Augustine would not have understood the significance of these 
mundane hopes, as he regrets in another context that “all who live accord-
ing to this world claim that their hope is to beget children and to leave 
them behind”.28 Thus, even if Augustine may have recognised the moth-
er’s multiple motivations to reach for the sense of hope, he argued for the 
superiority of heavenly transcendental strategies compared to earthly fam-
ily strategies.

Augustine was not alone in his point of view. Another contemporary 
ecclesiastical writer, Sulpicius Severus (c. 363–c. 425), pointed out that

[t]hose persons who estimate human life only by present actions have con-
signed their hopes to fables and their souls to the tomb. In fact, they gave 
themselves up to be perpetuated simply in the memory of mortals.29

Sulpicius’ message was that stories of great deeds, public monuments, and 
progeny that ensure continuity and immortality on earth cannot function 
as the ultimate sources for the sense of hope. Indeed, this was a widely 
shared view among the ecclesiastical writers.30 However, it is clear that in 
the Christian communities of Late Antiquity, there were continuous nego-
tiations going on, with the ecclesiastical writers trying to impose their 
particular theologically informed ideas of the sense of hope, employing 
the principle that the true source of hope cannot be found on Earth. Still, 
as the case of the anonymous widow would tell us, even Christians were 
often quite happy to draw on traditional strategies for a sense of continuity 
and hope.31

Augustine positions himself as a bishop, and as such as an authoritative 
voice with a self-assurance that he can represent and formulate the right 
interpretation of what participation in an emotional community—the 

28 Here: “spem suam dicunt filios generare et relinquere”. Augustinus, Enarrationes in 
Psalmos 131, 19.

29 In his Vita Martini (1.3–4) in the late 390s CE.
30 For further sources and discussion about ecclesiastical writers’ rhetoric against continuity 

and the sense of hope anchored in immanent goals (property, offspring, commemorative 
strategies), see Vuolanto, Children and Asceticism, 165–203.

31 See also Vuolanto, Children and Asceticism, 210–220.
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local Christian (Catholic) parish—requires. Augustine would have 
expected the widow to express her Christian virtue by acting in the right 
way by expressing her hope in a way proper for a Christian—but after the 
initial success (by putting her hope in God with her first vow), she ulti-
mately failed.

For the widow, in turn, already with her first vow she was seen to have 
been driven by the fear of the oblivion of the family. When the daughter 
then recovered, her idea was not to place all her eggs in one basket: she 
would be able to foster both earthly and heavenly hope by taking the 
ascetic vow herself, thus liberating her daughter to continue the family 
line, keeping the hope of grandchildren alive. Therefore, even if her behav-
iour certainly expressed hope, its sources and ultimate goals were per-
ceived differently from what Augustine would have seen as proper. For the 
widow, her primary allegiance—as well as her primary emotional commu-
nity—was that of her kin group.

However, it is not possible for us to ascertain what actually were the 
dominant discourses and cultural scripts in that parish led by Augustine, 
with the widow as a member of it. It may have been that Augustine tried 
to impose a new—or alien—normative code of behaviour as the pastor of 
his flock, whereas the widow would have been the one to represent the 
emotional community in action, one in which hope invested in the conti-
nuity of one’s lineage would be seen as quite in line with the Christian 
message. However, what we clearly see here is negotiation—even if hierar-
chically uneven—over the values and emotional landscape in an early 
Christian community: which strategies should the individuals, families, 
and communities pursue to safeguard hope and meaningfulness in life?

Conclusions

Hope can be studied as a virtue, an emotion, or a goal for life strategies. 
In this chapter, my focus has been on the last mentioned perspective. 
Identifying the search for continuity and a meaningful life as the ultimate 
goals for the search for the sense of hope opens a crucial perspective for 
the research of everyday choices and agency. I have developed ways in 
which hope, as a future-oriented positive disposition linked to individual 
agency and explicit goals, could be analysed in changing cultural and social 
contexts. The kinds of (literary) representation of agency analysed here 
depend on the cultural scripts, which in turn depend on societal expecta-
tions informed by gender, age, ethnicity, social group, and so on. In this, 
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we seek to understand the limits of expression and the expectations of the 
audiences. Thus, individual hopes are not independent of the social and 
cultural world in which they emerge; the shared set of values and emo-
tional norms at play depend on the emotional community in question.

There are multiple means and sources for attaining individual and fam-
ily continuity and a sense of hope, which were available to both the elites 
and the more common people. Even before the rise of Christianity, and 
even among the common people, the considerations of hope and futurity 
stretched well beyond one’s own death. However, using the analytical 
model presented earlier in the chapter, it is possible to see differences 
between the interlinked emotional communities. The amount of the evi-
dence presented here is small, and further studies are certainly needed to 
bolster and nuance the findings. However, to propose a hypothesis for the 
future studies to test, it seems that the elite strategies in the Roman world 
concentrated more on indirect means for acquiring the sense of hope, 
most conspicuously on the accumulation of social capital and strategies for 
immanent immortality in the context of the community or with the wider 
society. Given their resources and life world, this is hardly surprising. 
Naturally, the elites also aimed for the perpetuation of their family lin-
eages, so this might be also due more to rhetorical strategies (and ideals 
shared by the elites) than a real-life difference between the actual life strat-
egies. However, it is interesting to see how these indirect means for the 
sense of hope are also reflected in the way the elite writers interpreted the 
behaviour and motivation of the common people. For these lower eche-
lons of society, in turn, strategies concentrating on direct means feature 
more prominently: the significance of progeny, and kin group more gener-
ally, seems to have been central.

On the other hand, in Late Antiquity, the dominant Christian dis-
courses began to favour transcendental and direct strategies instead of off-
spring and indirect sources for the sense of hope, even if the latter certainly 
did not lose their relevance when ordinary Christians were seeking for 
hope and a meaningful life. Indeed, as the selected cases have shown, there 
would have been different expectations of which strategies for the sense of 
hope would be the most efficient or most virtuous—there were ongoing 
negotiations both at the individual and communal level about the proper 
strategies. Strong, sometimes conflicting cultural discourses appealed to 
different sources for the sense of hope in generating and manipulating 
emotions and propagating certain models of thought and action. As these 
discourses were deeply embedded in the cultural scripts and lives of the 
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emotional communities, they would also evolve into central identity-
building factors. Indeed, changes in the main strategies for meaningful-
ness and the sense of hope could be seen as a central factor when looking 
for an answer to the question of what would have changed in everyday life 
during the passages from Antiquity to the Middle Ages.
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CHAPTER 4

Is There Hope for the Barbarian? Imagining 
Outgroup Futurities in Ammianus 
Marcellinus and Eunapius of Sardis

Antti Lampinen

Introduction

This chapter explores a set of Later Imperial historiographers who either 
deny or—more rarely—allow non-Roman groups a degree of agency in 
terms of hope and futurity. “Hope” in ancient texts is perhaps best under-
stood as desiderative and/or motivational in nature; it is certainly more 
than just an expectation of a good outcome.1 Cicero’s definition of hope 
as expectatio boni identifies an idea that by its very nature had an intense 
moralising potential, and where the naturally impulsive barbarian peoples 

1 Cairns, “Metaphors of Hope”, 32 observes the goal-directed, desiderative nature of 
ancient conceptions of hope. See also the introduction and Eidinow in the volume.
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could be expected to fall short.2 Particularly in the Greek tradition, expec-
tation of good outcomes—especially if unmodified by realistic policy 
assessments—was often considered a deceptive factor on both individual 
and collective levels.3 In some ways it does not matter whether the ancient 
conception of hope saw it as an emotion or not; what matters is that hope 
was associated with pathway thinking, as George Kazantzidis and Dimos 
Spatharas have articulated, based on Charles R. Snyder’s theories.4 For the 
purposes of this chapter, and for the purposes of studying Roman acts of 
“mind-reading” foreign societies—that is, imagining and then represent-
ing the thoughts, plans and emotions of outgroups—I consider hope to 
be associated with this type of pathway thinking. This means that hope can 
be seen as a motivational force in individuals’ and groups’ assessments of 
their resources, options and paths towards desired ends, while minimising 
risks. What interests me is the degree to which anything approaching this 
type of “mind-reading” was applied in the case of peoples’ thought to 
originate from outside the empire (gentes externae).

The broader idea of futurity, perhaps less wedded to the explicit lan-
guage of hope, may offer another useful angle in those cases where the 
barbarians are largely denied elpis or spes, and thus their pathway thinking 
cannot be approached through a lexical approach to hope as a cultural 
construct. Reading closely the historiographical passages which describe 
non-Roman actors’ intentions, confident expectations of positive results, 
and future-oriented strategy-making, we may be able to detect Roman 
ways of imagining barbarian approaches to the future. This, in turn, would 
be evidence for the way in which ideas about futurity and hope were cul-
turally apportioned between ingroups and outgroups. A less central but 
possibly useful theme that could indicate future-oriented decision-making 
is divination, which strongly implies a desire to secure more-than-human 
support in thinking how to achieve the desired outcomes.5 Principally, 
however, I would suggest that the two concepts of “pathway thinking” 
and “futurity” help us see the ways in which Late Antique societies, groups 

2 Cicero, Tusc. Disp. 4.80.
3 Cf. Philo Alexandrinus, De praem. poen. 161; also Tacitus, Ann. 16.3 on Nero’s delu-

sional hopes. See e.g. Kazantzidis and Spatharas, “Introductory:  ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 1–2; 
also Lateiner, “Elpis as Emotion and Reason”. The inclusion of hope among the “positive 
emotions” in pre-Christian antiquity, as Caston and Kaster, “Introduction” do, can be 
questioned.

4 Kazantzidis and Spatharas, “Introductory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 4; Snyder, “Hope Theory”; 
see also Cook and Cuervo, “Agency, Futurity and Representation”, 1105–1106.

5 See, e.g., Hanaghan, “Ammianus’ Future Signs”.
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and individuals thought about plotting their course towards favourable, 
desired outcomes in the future while skirting around danger and threats.

The Later Imperial era witnessed an uptake in the numbers of arguably 
successful careers and operations by both foreign-born individuals and 
entire groups of “barbarians”.6 It seems that most of the time, barbarian 
and Roman successes were conceived of as ruling each other out; non-
Roman groups’ futurities may have been seen as likely to clash with Roman 
futurity.7 The era also saw examples of fear-mongering and panics about 
“the enemy within”, which are sadly far too common in our contemporary 
context too. Should we, then, expect to see evidence for the traditional 
triumphalist narratives of Roman providential victory coming under pres-
sure? During the Late Republic and Early Empire, historiography and eth-
nography had tended to localise a period of intense hope among foreign 
groups for their liberty, vengeance or resurgence into narratives of the 
immediate horizon of conquest.8 But as the Romans no longer obtained 
victories with the same regularity during the Late Antiquity, what effect 
did this have on the treatment of future-making among barbarian groups? 
Are we seeing more empathetic acts of mind-reading the hopes of the 
foreigners, either on the level of individuals or groups—that is, were 
Romans willing to imagine themselves in their place? How were the earlier 
patterns of triumphalism adapted in a context where the traditional Greek 
and Roman elites’ distrust of hope chafed against the more positive 
Christian evaluation of the role of hope9—and the almost instinctive ten-
dency to deny fully formed future-making volition to outgroups? Can we 
find any admissions that Roman and “foreign” hopes might not have 
needed to be a zero-sum game?

The already better-researched case of conversion narratives allowing for 
“non-Romans” to become part of the Christian ingroup and participants 
in their shared hope are largely set aside from the main discussion of my 

6 Summed up, e.g., in Mathisen, “Becoming Roman, Becoming Barbarian”.
7 Cf. Heather, “Barbarian in Late Antiquity”, 235–242, on the importance of barbarian 

imagery for Roman policymaking and the changes it had to undergo from late fourth cen-
tury onwards. On ancient triumphalism, see McCormick, Eternal Victory; also Stewart, “To 
Triumph Forever”. As Różycki, Battlefield Emotions, 76, notes, Roman military leaders, espe-
cially, had to factor in all the things that would cause emotional reactions—fear and despair 
in particular—in both the enemy and their own troops; see also 85–93 on the ethnographic 
stereotypes influencing warfare.

8 For example, see Tac. Agr. 30.4–6 with the oratio Calgaci.
9 See the introduction of the present volume.
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chapter. Concentrating on Ammianus Marcellinus and Eunapius of 
Sardis—two historians who did not subscribe to Christian conceptions of 
futurity—enables me to isolate the more traditionalist conceptions of hope 
and pathway thinking in our Late Imperial sources. A set of modern schol-
arly frameworks are brought to bear in the interpretation of the historio-
graphical passages; this is particularly true with the historical study of 
emotions (despite the ambiguous position of ancient hope as an “emo-
tion”), as well as comparative sociological and anthropological studies on 
the narrativisation of outgroup future-making. In our case, this means 
primarily the way in which non-Romans’ hopes and pathway thinking 
were woven into historical narratives.10 A small sample of supplementary 
ancient texts, including speeches and ethnographically framed passages, 
will also be taken into account. In these, the display of rhetorical pathos 
and the formalistic tendencies of the ancient ethnographical register are all 
significant to the topic at hand, as these concerns can be seen to contextu-
alise and modulate the literary expressions of Roman mind-reading of bar-
barian futurities.

Futurity and Hope: Mind-Reading the Outgroup 
in Ancient Historiography

In the Hellenistic and Early Imperial eras, barbarian outgroups perceived 
as antagonistic  were usually conceived of as being motivated by greed 
(either for loot or land) or revenge, as I have argued elsewhere.11 In the 
Roman era, there seems to have been a development largely under Stoic 
influence that saw spes becoming much closer to cupiditas than before: 
spes/elpis was merging into desire, at least to a degree.12 Inasmuch as the 
perception of barbarian societies was concerned, this development only 
solidified the already-existing cultural assumptions, and in a way reified the 
use of a “materialistic hope” as a causative explanation for barbarian mobil-
ity and behaviour in general. Before concentrating on the Late Antique 

10 Especially Konstan, Pity Transformed; Marincola, “Beyond Pity and Fear”; Lateiner, 
“Elpis as Emotion and Reason”; Hanaghan, “Ammianus’ Future Signs”; Parker Tapias and 
al., “Emotion and Prejudice”; Mackie and al., “Intergroup emotions”; Różycki, Battlefield 
Emotions. On ancient concept of “hope” as not quite a straightforward emotion, see 
Kazantzidis and Spatharas, “Introductory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 2–3; also the introduction to 
this volume.

11 Lampinen, “Against Hope?”. Anger (or more properly, thymos) was yet another emotion 
given an ethnicised angle: Ford, “Anger as Ethnographic Trope”.

12 Kazantzidis and Spatharas, “Introductory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 12–13.
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material, these layered narratives of strongly desiderative-motivational but 
ultimately wrongly timed and frustrated hopes of the barbarians are here 
explored through two examples: the Galatian attacks against Delphi and 
the Cimbric incursions into Italy. These two narratives wielded a strong 
influence on the later tradition about barbarian mobility and its motiva-
tions, and it can be surmised that even the authors of the fourth and fifth 
centuries knew at least the basic parameters of these episodes.13

Stories about the attacks of the Galatae against Delphi in the early 270s 
BCE had been told from very soon after the events, but the most influen-
tial versions are either Augustan or High-Imperial in date. These invading 
northerners’ motivations and hopes— with spes and cupido intermin-
gling—form a clear and perhaps rather typical set: a desire to occupy new 
lands and the greed for loot.14 Due to the strong resistance at Delphi, 
where divine intervention was thought to have boosted the defenders, the 
Galatian hopes turned to despair, and many traditions report the whole-
sale destruction of the entire invading force.15 The next significant barbar-
ian scare of the (Late) Hellenistic era—the wanderings of the Cimbri and 
their associated groups Teutones, Ambrones and Tigurini—were similarly 
explained through barbarian conceptions of futurity. With the Cimbri, 
greed was thought to be such an easily contagious sentiment among the 
northerners that even previously peaceful and already wealthy groups were 
enticed to join the invaders by their hopes of looting even more riches.16 
Occasionally, a natural or survival-oriented causality is met with when 
explaining both Galatian and Cimbric wanderings. Ever since the Classical 
era, some peoples of the Atlantic seaboard were thought to have to 
struggle with oceanic inundations, which they would either meet head-on 
in a display of foolish barbarian courage, or cope with by emigrating.17 In 
those instances where any kind of “mind-reading” of barbarian hopes or 

13 Pompeius Trogus’ Philippic Histories, for example, was epitomised by an author named 
Justin sometime in the third or fourth centuries (see Cameron, The Last Pagans, 757–778), 
and Livy’s Ab urbe condita was an important source for Aurelius Victor, Eutropius, Festus, 
Florus and others (Cameron, The Last Pagans, 511–515, 756–58).

14 Justinus 24.6.4, 7.1–7 preserves best the speculation on the motivations of the Galatae.
15 Justinus 24.8.9–16; see also Diodorus Siculus 22.9.3.
16 Posidonios, F 272 (Edelstein-Kidd) in Strabo 7.2.1–2.
17 Aristotle, Eth. Nic. 1115b, Eth. Eud. 1229b; Ephorus BNJ 70 F 132 in Strabo 7.2.1; cf. 

Nicholas of Damascus BNJ 90 F 109 in Stob. Flor. 7.40; Aelian VH 12.23; Florus 1.38.1; 
Ammianus 15.9.4. Note that for the fragmentary authors, the “Printed Sources” section of 
the bibliography refers to the authors preserving the fragments: for Ephorus, look for Strabo, 
and for Nicholas, see Stobaeus.

4  IS THERE HOPE FOR THE BARBARIAN? IMAGINING OUTGROUP… 



72

future-oriented pathway thinking are included in these stories, their aims 
are very basic and simple—though also directly antagonistic to the settled 
societies of the Mediterranean sphere.

Investigating whether Late Antique Roman historians gave non-Roman 
“barbarian” peoples the full spectrum of emotional range is challenging 
due to the historiographical genre’s lack of interest in including outgroup 
perspectives and volition. In historical texts, as John Marincola has pointed 
out, the range of emotional language is narrowed down to basically only 
pity and fear.18 The cultural stereotypes that were widely diffused among 
the Greeks and the Romans usually saw venality, greed and opportunism 
as “just the way the barbarians were”, and using this commonplace rea-
soning as the only—and often merely implicit—explanation for conflict 
and population movement is fairly common. Due to the increase in the 
way in which Late Imperial society absorbed and co-opted non-Roman 
groups, “mind-reading” outgroup hopes may well have been an increas-
ing concern to the historiographers of the Later Roman Empire. Thus, it 
is worth examining whether they might offer evidence for either an 
entrenchment or a broadening of the received Roman modes of perceiv-
ing outgroup volition and futurity.

The Role of Empathy in Imagining Barbarian Hope 
and Hopelessness

The Greek and Roman concept of pity (ἔλεος, ἐλεημοσύνη, misericordia) 
is most commonly defined as “pain on account of the misfortune of 
another”.19 We know well that historiography as such was prone to evoke 
the readers’ pity, for instance in such classical cases as Thucydides’ descrip-
tion of the sack of Mycalessus and the tragic fate of its inhabitants at the 
hands of Thracian mercenaries, who in turn are motivated solely by greed. 
But this is pity aimed at the members of the ingroup—not barbarians 
whose pathway thinking has led them awry. Thucydides notes that the 
typical Thracian murderousness was in this instance given free rein since 
the mercenaries had nothing to fear.20 Essentialising logic is never very far 
from the surface in these texts: the causation frequently sees barbarian 

18 Marincola, “Beyond Pity and Fear”, 286. On pity, see Konstan, Pity Transformed; on 
fear, see Różycki, Battlefield Emotions.

19 Konstan, Pity Transformed, 65. See also Hagen, “Emotions in Roman Historiography”.
20 Thucydides 7.29. See Quinn, “Thucydides and Massacre at Mycalessus”.
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nature as not only driving their behaviour, but also indelible and 
unchanged. It is worth bearing in mind the option that due to a set of 
cultural assumptions and stereotypes, barbarians as a collective could not 
very easily appear as vulnerable to Greeks and Romans as the members of 
ingroup.

Outgroups are sometimes allowed the same range of despairing and 
disappointed emotions, and some descriptions of mass murder, sacking of 
cities and other atrocities sought to evoke the readers’ pity even towards 
barbarian  victims.21 Indeed, Libanius considers the ability to feel pity 
towards others as one of the defining Greek characteristics that the barbar-
ians lacked.22 On other occasions, and more connected with our theme of 
hope and futurity, evocations of pity towards a defeated outgroup can at 
least implicitly include the admission that barbarian expectations of a posi-
tive outcome have been upended. Often enough, this frustration of bar-
barian hopes seems to hinge on their mistaken indication of kairos, or the 
opportune moment.

As hope turns to despair, the evocation of pity for the despair of another 
becomes a historiographical option. This had been already routinely used 
in Hellenistic narratives of barbarian attacks, such as the retreat of the 
defeated Celts from Delphi.23 Unsurprisingly, most of the time the princi-
pal group whom Late Antique writers perceived as vulnerable were the 
provincials, though they, too, could be sometimes suspected of having 
thrown their lot in with the barbarians.24 Here, however, my interest is 
directed at the Greek and Roman “mind-reading” of the externae gentes 
thought to hail from beyond the empire’s borders.

21 In addition to the stories of Troy’s destruction, other examples include Clearchus of 
Soli, Vitae F 46 (Dorandi and White) in Athenaeus 12.23 (522d–f) on the sacking of the 
Iapygian town of Carbina; Caesar, BG 7.28 on Avaricum; Appian, Hisp. 96 on Numantia. On 
“urbs capta” topos, see Paul, “Urbs Capta”; on destruction generally, see Lavan, 
“Devastation”.

22 Libanius, Or. 19.13 “οἱ μέν γε ἐγγύς εἰσι τῶν θηρίων ἀτιμάζοντες ἔλεον, οἱ δὲ ὀξεῖς τε ἐλεεῖν 
καὶ ὀργῆς περιόντες.” See also Konstan, Pity Transformed, 81.

23 Justinus, 24.8.9–16; Pausanias 10.23.12 (cf. Str. 3.4.7 on Cantabrians).
24 On the vulnerability of the provincials, e.g. Dexippus BNJ F 26 in Excerpta de Sententiis 

230.18–234.12; Eunapius, F 47.1 (Blockley) in Excerpta de Sententiis 50. On the provincials 
putting their hopes on an alliance with non-Romans, e.g. Zosimus, NH 1.34–35.
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Hopes Attributed to “Goths” and Other Groups 
in Ammianus Marcellinus

In what follows, I will scour through Late Antique historiographers’ nar-
ratives of the population movements in the Danubian-Rhenish border 
zone to identify and discuss the sort of uses that hope was put into when 
explaining the mobility of these groups. As indicated in the introductory 
section, the slipperiness of the concept of hope will require us to consider 
the broader narrative contexts and the imagination of outgroup volition—
the imagining of strangers’ hopes and desires, which I have above called 
“mindreading”.25 Occasionally, hopes may need to be inferred from refer-
ences to despair and disappointment, but considering the conventional 
Greco-Roman revelling in the defeat and despair of the barbarians, this 
seems like a fairly safe inference to make as long as the context is appropri-
ately understood.26

The best understood and most widely narrated set of sample material 
pertains to the dealings between Goths and Romans in the period from 
375 to 410, especially the crossing of the Danube in 376 and its after-
math. This particular episode, with the onslaught of the Huns pushing the 
Goths to leave their earlier homelands in the Pontic North and North-
West and the displaced Goths then petitioning to be allowed to enter the 
empire together with their families, might be among the most promising 
Late Antique instances where barbarians could have attracted narratologi-
cal admissions of hoping for safety and prosperity. The two case studies I 
have chosen are Ammianus Marcellinus and Eunapius of Sardis, who both 
wrote around the year 400, and in hindsight of the battle of 
Adrianople (378).27

In Ammianus Marcellinus, writing in the 390s CE, authorial gestures 
indicating personal witnessing of the events described are mixed with 
deeply literary displays of moralising rhetoric. Ammianus is notable for his 
strong belief in the eternity of Roman power, which he sees as challenged 
by internal moral corruption and external attacks, but fundamentally 

25 Marincola, “Beyond Pity and Fear”, 289 warns about the difficulty of knowing exactly 
the semantic fields of ancient emotion-terminology, and even the word pathos itself.

26 The importance of despair in studying ancient hope is also highlighted by Kazantzidis 
and Spatharas, “Introductory: ‘Hope’, elpis, spes”, 6.

27 Generally, on the contemporaries’ reactions to Adrianople, see Lenski, “Initium mali”. 
On the broader context of Roman attitudes to refugees and immigrants in this era, see 
Barbero, Barbari, 76–110.
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capable of renewal.28 On the other hand, Ammianus has been noted to be 
viscerally opposed to the northerners beyond the Danube and the Rhine 
in particular, and constantly informed by the hindsight of his post-
Adrianople evaluation (by several decades) of the danger they pose. Thus, 
he seems like an intriguing candidate for us to try and find attributions of 
hope or futurity in non-Roman groups. Some of his barbarian groups, 
such as the Alans, are shown possessing what we could perhaps call “tech-
nologies of futurity” in the shape of their stick divination.29 In terms of the 
Roman perceptions, it is not particularly significant that the idea of north-
ern peoples divining by sticks was a topos that goes back to Herodotus’ 
Scythians.30 Earlier in Ammianus’ text, the Burgundians are described as 
engaging in pathway thinking by deposing their king if crop failures or 
military defeats take place in their reign.31 But in neither of these cases—
clearly more dependent on the ethnographical register—is the emphasis 
on hope or future-oriented thinking as a catalyst for historical events.

When Ammianus writes in 31.3.2 about the decision of the Goths to 
depart from their homelands in face of the Hunnic advance, and their 
subsequent petitioning to Valens to cross the Danube, he mentions how 
Ermenrich, “the most warlike king” of the Greuthungi, lost his hope of 
being able to resist the Hunnic and Alanic onslaught. He is “struck” (per-
culsus) by the force of the “sudden storm” (vi subitae procellae) of the 
attacks, and after having resisted for a long time in defence of his people, 
finally fell victim to the rumours that exaggerated the severity of the strug-
gles to come (impendentium tamen diritatem augente vulgatius fama). 
Fear is here shown to overcome hope: Ermenrich takes his own life when 
his “fear of the great dangers” (magnorum discriminum metum) takes 
over. While spes is not explicitly mentioned, this causation offers a very 
good example of how the broader focus on futurity helps us to see the 
ways in which pathway thinking was used in Late Antique historical narra-
tives. Here, the Greuthungian king behaves exactly in the way that a brave 
barbarian leader had for a long time been expected to react: when faced 
with a hopeless situation, he takes his life.32 This conforms well with 
Stéphane Ratti’s suggestion that Ammianus has composed the passage of 

28 Ammianus, 14.6.3; 27.6.6. See Matthews, “Ammianus and Eternity of Rome”.
29 Ammianus, 31.2.24 on the Alanic stick divination.
30 Herodotus, 4.67; attributed to Germans in Caesar, BG 1.53.
31 Ammianus, 28.5.14; see Rike, Apex Omnium, 92.
32 E.g. Brennus in Justinus 24.8.11 and Pausanias 10.23.11; Decebalus the Dacian in 

Trajan’s Column’s Scene CXLV; Arbogast in Eunapius F 60.1 (Blockley) in Excerpta de 
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the Gothic crossing of the Danube to serve as an inversion of the topos of 
a hero crossing a river.33

Later in the same section, a rather similar kind of hopelessness and a 
dread of more severe suffering to come overtakes Athanaric, king of the 
Thervingians, after the Huns stage a surprise raid against him.34 Hunnic 
plundering seems to infect the Gothic groups with a strong, negatively 
compelling dread. In trying to safeguard themselves against an even 
greater future catastrophe, these groups set themselves on a course that 
brings them into the Roman realm.

Yet when the report spread widely among the other Gothic peoples, that a 
race of men hitherto unknown had now arisen from a hidden nook of the 
earth, like a tempest of snows from the high mountains, and was seizing or 
destroying everything in its way, the greater part of the people, who, worn 
out by lack of the necessities of life, had deserted Athanaricus, looked for a 
home removed from all knowledge of the savages; and after long delibera-
tion what abode to choose they thought that Thrace offered them a conve-
nient refuge, for two reasons: both because it has a very fertile soil, and 
because it is separated by the mighty flood of the Hister from the fields that 
were already exposed to the thunderbolts of a foreign war; and the rest of 
the nation as if with one mind agreed to this plan.35

The initial onslaught of the until-then unknown Huns and the victual-
starved retreat of the Goths from out of their way does contain several 
indications of vulnerability, but also of futurity. Firstly, the Huns are com-
pared with natural catastrophes, which formed a typical source for insecu-
rity and risk, and foiled the hopes of many individuals regularly. In addition, 
flood metaphors would have fitted the old imagery of northern groups 

Insidiis 79. Here, the difference between upright members of the ingroup (such as Stoics) 
and the bravest barbarians is quite narrow.

33 Ratti, “La Traversée du Danube”, esp. 184–95.
34 Ammianus, 31.3.7.
35 Ammianus, 31.3.8: “Fama tamen late serpente per Gothorum reliquas gentes, quod 

invisitatum antehac hominum genus, modo nivium ut turbo montibus celsis, ex abdito sinu 
coortum apposita quaeque convellit et corrumpit: populi pars maior, quae Athanaricum 
attenuata necessariorum penuria deseruerat, quaeritabat domicilium remotum ab omni noti-
tia barbarorum, diuque deliberans, quas eligeret sedes, cogitavit Thraciae receptaculum 
gemina ratione sibi conveniens, quod et caespitis est feracissimi, et amplitudine fluentorum 
Histri distinguitur ab arvis patentibus iam peregrini fulminibus Martis: hoc quoque idem 
residui velut mente cogitavere communi.” Translations adapted from J. C. Rolfe 1950.
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being pushed to migrate by inundations of the Oceanus.36 What the Goths 
want is a future without knowing the Huns (remotum ab omni notitia): 
their hope is to return to the past where this “new race” had not yet 
emerged. The deliberation of where to settle, on the other hand, carries 
echoes of set-piece deliberative exercises of the rhetorical schools.37 The 
verbs quaetitavit and cogitavit clearly mark out pathway thinking. The 
Roman province of Thrace offers the best hope for a safe and amenable 
new home due to its combination of fertility—promising future food 
security—and its geostrategic location on the south side of the Danube. 
Overall, when the Late Imperial writers looked at the world of non-Roman 
peoples beyond the borders, they found it easy to imagine the wholesale 
extirpation of entire population groups.38

In Ammianus’ generally rather retrospective work, conscious of the 
exempla of the past, Book 31 is perhaps more future-oriented than the rest 
of the post-Julianic books.39 This is partly due to the narrative structure of 
the book, and the way this tied into Ammianus’ greater vision for the 
future of the Roman res publica. The initial promise of the Gothic envoys 
begging Valens to let them cross the Danube and settle in the imperial 
lands is certainly  future-oriented: they vow to offer their yield in man-
power to the Roman service in the shape of auxiliaries.40 The Romans 
contemplate this argument rather with joy than fear (negotium laetititae 
fuit potius quam timori)—a grave mistake in Ammianus’ view—and in his 
hubris, stoked further by flatterers, the emperor Valens is already envision-
ing his future super-army.41 In retrospect, Ammianus implies, the very 

36 See above, with Cicero, Prov. Cons. 32; [Quintilian] Decl. Maior. 3.4.5; metaphors with 
which Ammianus, 31.8.5 stands in direct continuation.

37 Cf. Libanius, Or. 49.32 on the power of rhetoric to reveal the right course of action; 
23.21 on the rhetoricians’ ability to foresee the future by reasoning. Eunapius F 27.1 
(Blockley) in Excerpta de Sententiis 20 presents Julian as foreseeing the future “Scythian” 
disturbances, either as a result of his (frequent) divination or through his own logismoi 
(“reasoning”).

38 E.g. Eunapius F 42 (Blockley) in Excerpta de Legationibus Gentium 6; Frigeridus (10 
FLHLA, Van Hoof and Van Nuffelen) F 1 in Gregorius of Tours, Hist. 2.9; cf. Themistius, 
Or. 10, 199–200 on a metaphorical plane. See Lavan, “Devastation”.

39 In the books about Julian’s rise and accession, omens about future abound: Hanaghan, 
“Ammianus’ Future Signs”, 243, 247; and on p. 245 notes that Book 31 has many more 
future signs, especially at its outset.

40 Ammianus, 31.4.1.
41 31.4.4: “ut collatis in unum suis et alienigenis viribus, invictum haberet exercitum.” This 

repeats the similar spes (explicitly mentioned) by Constantius when he took the Limigantes 
into the empire: 19.11. See den Boeft and al., Philological and Historical Commentary, 59 
ad loc; for the juridical aspects, see Mathisen, “Becoming Roman, Becoming Barbarian”, 
esp. 204–5.
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entrance of the Goths into the empire put the whole Roman state into 
near-fatal danger.42 This risk is only (in his eyes) averted at the very end of 
Book 31, where the magister militum Julius attacks the Goths in the 
Oriens with genocidal zeal: the plan is called “prudent” and in Ammianus’ 
view saved the Eastern provinces “from great dangers” in the future.43 As 
Noel Lenski has observed, contemporary Cappadocian sources at the time 
may have genuinely feared that a Gothic uprising was also imminent  in 
Anatolia, which could mean that Julius responded to local emotions.44

The Tervingian Goths, now having been given an ostensible safe settle-
ment within the Empire, are subjected to arbitrary and demeaning treat-
ment by Roman officials. As Ville Vuolanto has argued, Ammianus 
emphasises the Goths’ utter lack of hope by using the well-recognised 
theme of parents having to sell their children to slavery.45 Current suffer-
ing (instantium malorum) is singled out as the triggering factor for the 
Goths: when they enter Marcianopolis to seek victuals, they are trying to 
find a way out of their plight.46 Yet in describing these events Ammianus 
engages less and less with “mind-reading” the outgroup: instead, the 
excited and incensed barbarians immediately revert to being dangerous 
and menacing, with an explicit promise of more danger for Romans to 
come.47 What we generally see in Ammianus is a slight emphasis on futu-
rity from the point of view of the Goths as long as they are outside the 
borders—their deliberations also fulfilling the causative function that 
explains their petition to enter the empire—but the mind-reading is 
discarded fairly soon after they have entered the empire. The plans and 
hopes of the barbarians are generally those of the most fundamental kind: 

42 Cf. 31.4.5.
43 31.16.9: “Quo consilio prudenti sine strepitu vel mora completo, orientales provinciae 

discriminibus ereptae sunt magnis.” I have argued elsewhere (Lampinen, “Physiognomy, 
ekphrasis”, 260) that Ammianus advocated for relying on the already-existing peoples of the 
empire—especially the Gauls—as the backbone of the Roman army instead of Goths.

44 Lenski, “Initium mali”, 135; see also Speidel, “Slaughter of Gothic Hostages”. By 389 
orators like Pacatus (Pan. Lat. 12[2].11.4) were representing the Goths as the backbone of 
the Roman army under Theodosius (cf. Lenski, “Initium mali”, 144): Ammianus could have 
also been responding to this.

45 Vuolanto, “Selling a Freeborn Child”, 172–73. Children representing the future of 
the people.

46 31.5.2.
47 31.5.8: “et inter metuenda multa periculorumque praevia maximorum.” The crossing of 

the Goths over the Danube is also foretold by an inscription found buried in 
Constantinople: 31.1.5.
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for security, peace and nourishment at first, and after the relations break 
down, for loot and revenge.

Something of the previous capabilities of barbarian leaders to sketch 
out future courses of events is still retained, however, as Michael Hanaghan 
has noted—especially when the culminating point of the battle of 
Adrianople is reached, and their Roman adversaries prove to be inferior in 
foreseeing the course of events.48 Fritigern, leader of the Thervingians, is 
explicitly called “clever in foreseeing the future” (callidus futuri 
coniector).49 He seems to be able to correctly identify the kairos, which 
previously was thought to almost naturally be beyond barbarian grasp. 
Among subsequent historians, Gothic pathway thinking was also pro-
jected in hindsight into their negotiations with the Romans about their 
crossing into the empire. By Sozomen’s time (second quarter of the fifth 
century), the story had arisen that the Goths chose to include bishop 
Ulphilas in their delegation in order to improve their chances of convinc-
ing the Romans, and Ulphilas, in turn, agreed to adopt the Arian creed so 
as to gain the support of Arian bishops within the empire.50

Barbarian Hopes in Eunapius of Sardis

Eunapius of Sardis, the Greek sophist and rhetorician and a contemporary 
of Ammianus, wrote a very influential and celebrated continuation of 
Dexippus’ history.51 Though lost, Zosimus’ use of Eunapius (both being 
non-Christians) and the anthologisation of Eunapian material into the 
Porphyrogennetan Excerpta allow us to have a fairly good idea of Eunapius’ 
account of the Gothic population movements.52 Whether the pagan sym-
pathies of Eunapius had any effect on his deployment of the theme of 
hope as an explanatory factor in his narrative would be a question worth 
further investigation, but is outside the scope of the current study.

The first of the Eunapian fragments where the theme of futurity plays a 
large role deals with Julian’s war against the Germanic people of Chamavi. 

48 Hanaghan, “Ammianus’ Future Signs”, 246.
49 Ammianus, 31.12.14.
50 Sozomen, HE 6.37.6, 9. Ammianus, 31.12.8 also implies that Fritigern used priests to 

deceive the Romans; I am very thankful for Dr Cédrik Michel for pointing this out to me.
51 Blockley, “Dexippus and Eunapius”, 712. On Dexippus, see Martin and Grusková, 

“Scythica Vindobonensia”; also Stoev, “Decius’ Gothic War”.
52 I follow the delineation of Eunapius’ fragments by Blockley, Fragmentary Classicising 

Historians. On Zosimus and Eunapius, see also Paschoud, “Zosime, Eunape et Olympiodore”.
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Having captured their king’s son, Julian entered negotiations with the 
Germans without giving any indication that he held the young noble as a 
prisoner—indeed, the Caesar demanded to receive him as a hostage in 
exchange for peace.53 The Chamavi, concluding that the prince was dead, 
beseech Julian not to demand from them something they are unable to 
deliver. When the king of the Chamavi addresses Julian, the mind-reading 
of barbarian futurities enters the scene. He declares that he would give his 
son to the Caesar if only the son was alive, but that the Romans had 
already killed him. The German king tells that Julian’s very demand for 
the hostage has now not only caused him to grieve for his son, but also for 
the chance for peace that the death of that son had robbed from the 
Chamavi.54 It is a fairly sympathetic, though obviously very rhetorical and 
dramatised, exposure of the insecurities of dynastic continuation among 
Rome’s neighbouring peoples; the dynamics were also infinitely compli-
cated by the demands of imperial power and its meddling in the affairs of 
Germanic groups. What is remarkable is the degree to which Eunapius is 
ready to imagine these processes, and the Chamavian king’s desperation in 
losing the obvious future hopes of both dynastic leadership and peace. 
Julian, it should be noted, is explicitly described as being moved to tears 
at the words of the anonymous barbarian king—before revealing that he 
has the youth already captive, and exhorting the Germans to keep the 
peace they had just before promised in the hypothetical sphere.

Chronologically more recent barbarian interactions are narrated in a 
much more hostile fashion. In Eunapius’ description of how the Hunnic 
attacks pushed the “Scythians” to move, the atrocities committed by the 
Huns against the Goths evoke the typical rhetorical pathos descriptions.

The Scythians had been defeated and destroyed [by the Huns] and were 
being utterly extirpated. Those who were captured were massacred with 
their wives and children. There was no limit to the savagery employed in the 
killings.55

53 The story is also told in Zosimos, NH 3.7.
54 Eunapius F 18.6 (Blockley) in Excerpta de Legationibus Gentium 1.20–30. Translation 

R. C. Blockley, Fragmentary Classicising Historians.
55 Eunapius F 42 (Blockley) in Excerpta de Legationibus Gentium 6: “ὅτι τῶν Σκυθῶν 

ἡττηθέντων καὶ ὑπὸ τῶν Οὔννων ἀναιρεθέντων καὶ ἄρδην ἀπολλυμένων τὸ πλῆθος, οἱ 
ἐγκαταλαμβανόμενοι σὺν γυναιξὶ καὶ τέκνοις διεφθείροντο, καὶ οὐδεμία φειδὼ τῆς περὶ τοὺς 
φόνους ἦν ὠμότητος.” Eunapius used “Scythians” as a classicising name for the different 
groups nowadays often lumped together as Goths.
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Any emphasis on the vulnerability of the Gothic refugees is, however, 
undercut after a while by Eunapius’ implication that the Roman generals 
who allowed the Goths to cross with their weapons were not simply 
bribed, but that their moral failings were abused by the Goths. Their 
“begging for pity” is soon replaced by “faithless breaking of agreements” 
that seems rather implausibly motivated by some greater prearranged 
scheme. Much more prominently than in Ammianus, the Goths are por-
trayed as acting according to their own plan even in the midst of external 
threats.

After a multitude, almost two hundred thousand in number, had gathered 
together and turned to flight, the males who were especially fit for war gath-
ered at the Danube and, standing on the bank, stretched their hands from 
afar with cries and lamentations, begging for pity and asking to be allowed 
to cross, and, as they bewailed their misfortunes, they promised the Romans 
that they would provide reinforcements for their auxiliary forces.56

As in the narrative of Ammianus, after some vacillation on the part of the 
Romans, Valens decides to admit the Goths into the empire. Soon, the 
moral failings of Romans lead to incidents of corruption, where the bar-
barians are not exactly blameless, either. The topos of captivity is deployed 
by Eunapius to produce the juxtaposition of the Roman captors becoming 
captivated (αἰχμάλωτος) by the charms of their captives (αἰχμαλώτων). 
Goths made valuable gifts to the Romans, who all began to fill their house-
holds with as many herdsmen and young, sexually objectified retainers as 
possible. The Goths thus overpowered the Romans “disgracefully and 
criminally”, but using the inherent vices of the imperial people for their 
own ends—and in so doing, turning their earlier misfortunes to their 
advantage and beginning their attempted takeover of the empire.57

Unless Eunapius has decided to misrepresent the status of the Goths 
simply for the sake of this dramatic simile, the terminology may in fact 
demonstrate how difficult it was for the Late Antique Romans to think 
about foreign groups entering the empire in other terms but those of 
deditio in fidem and captivity.58 What seems to favour the latter 
interpretation is that Eunapius continues to speak of the Gothic civilians 
as captives—even though some of them were in fact hostages—and 

56 Loc. cit.
57 Loc. cit.
58 Cf. also Themistius, Or. 16.
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criticising the way how the noblest Goths and their households lived far 
more splendidly than was appropriate for captives. Futurity is introduced 
into this context, as well, through Eunapius’ fear-mongering about the 
Gothic fecundity being unleashed under the empire’s “favourable cli-
mate”, and the “enemy nation” within starting to grow fast.59 In a later 
fragment Eunapius was also worrying about the possible false converts 
among the Goths: he seems to be accusing the emperor for taking the 
Gothic religiously formulated vows in good faith, even though to the bar-
barians taking such vows was a matter of dissimulation and ruse.60

Eunapius is in some fragments rather actively engaged in mind-reading 
the Gothic plans and hopes for the future, even as he keeps making it 
clear—as did Ammianus—that their presence within the empire posed a 
terrifying danger to the Romans. In the next phase, the anti-Roman fac-
tion within the Goths makes an “unholy pledge” among themselves, 
going even “beyond the normal savagery of the barbarians”, that they 
would keep on plotting against the Romans despite any kindness they 
might receive from them, all for the greater aim of divesting them of 
territory.61

The old barbarian hope of occupying new lands is what Eunapius thinks 
motivated the Goths to continue conspiring against the Romans. Although 
settlement was no doubt also a very concrete and ongoing issue, the way 
Eunapius’ account approaches conspiracy-theory comes shudderingly 
close to the sort of phobic imagery of “great replacement” that some 
nativists and white supremacists are peddling nowadays both in Europe 
and the US.62 A very different image is given by some of the fragments 
from the sixth-century historian Malchus of Philadelphia, which show that 
while land distribution was a clear bone of contention between the Romans 
and Goths at this period, both sides used the argument that they were try-
ing to protect the provincials from the presence of Goths becoming too 
burdensome to them.63 Here, trying to factor in—and even to empathise 
with—the hardships endured by the provincial populations is paraded as a 

59 On the fecundity of northern barbarians, cf. Herodotus, 5.3.1; Euripides, Bacch. 1335; 
Justinus, 24.4.1; 25.2.8–9; Livy 38.16.13; Jordanes, Get. 4.25.

60 Eunapius F 48.2 (Blockley) in Excerpta de Sententiis 53.
61 Eunapius F 59 (Blockley) in Excerpta de Legationibus Gentium 7: “…αὖται δὲ ἦσαν 

ἀσεβέσταται καὶ βαρβαρικὸν ἦθος εἰς ὠμότητα παρατρέχουσαι…”.
62 Cf. Foner, “Is Islam in Europe like Race in US?”; Hammer, Rome and America, 219.
63 Malchus F (Blockley) 18.4 in Excerpta de Legationibus Romanorum 9; F 20 in Excerpta 

de Legationibus Romanorum 1.
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legitimating factor by both sides. It is possible that if the Goths genuinely 
expressed this type of argument, they did so in response to the Roman 
accusations of despoliation. Presenting the Gothic hopes of land-grab was 
thus a narrative choice, and in Eunapius’ account the Goths eventually 
split over this irreconcilable difference, with Fravitta leading the honour-
able party, while Eriulf, “a half-madman who raged more wildly than the 
rest”, led the indelibly hostile group.

Depriving the barbarians of all hope can lead to an even more danger-
ous situation. This was no doubt a fairly common talking point in the 
aftermath of the “Gothic crisis” and the battle of Adrianople. Gesturing 
rather vaguely at the innumerable historical exempla about this truth, 
Eunapius notes that:

…one ought not, with forces either large or small, do battle with those who 
have come to despair of their lives and are ready to face danger. Rather one 
should destroy such armies by dragging out the war and by cutting off their 
sources of supplies, so that as a result of starvation their own numbers 
become their enemy, and they are unable to gamble on fortune, since to risk 
battle is not an option for them, that initiative lying with their opponents.64

Desperation of the northern barbarians is, for Eunapius, a sure guarantee 
of their dangerousness, and a wise Roman leader would resort to a combi-
nation of psychological warfare and Fabian tactics.65 Such enemies are to 
be starved into submission, where not even their northern impetuousness 
can whip up enough energy in them to imagine other futures. The empha-
sis on lack of supplies, which many of our sources repeat about the 
barbarians, requires pitiless strategic calculation from the Romans. There 
is a strong assumption of essentialist animosity at play: the debate is again 
informed by the retrospect of what happened at Adrianople.

64 Eunapius F 44 (Blockley) in Excerpta de Sententiis 45: “ὅτι οὔτε πολλοῖς οὔτε ὀλίγοις 
μάχεσθαι προσῆκεν ἀπεγνωκόσιν ἑαυτῶν καὶ πρὸς κίνδυνον ἑτοίμως ἔχουσιν. ἀλλ’ ὅτι τοιαῦτα 
στρατόπεδα καταλύειν συμφέρει χρόνῳ τρίβοντα τὸν πόλεμον καὶ περικόπτοντα τὰς ἀφορμὰς 
τῶν ἐπιτηδείων, ὅπως ὑφ’ ἑαυτῶν πολεμῶνται δι’ ἔνδειαν πολλοὶ τυγχάνοντες, καὶ μὴ πρὸς 
τύχην ἀποκινδυνεύωσιν, ἀλλ’ἐν ἀπόρῳ καὶ τὸ κινδυνεύειν ἔχωσιν, ἐπὶ τοῖς ἐναντίοις οὔσης τῆς 
ἐπιχειρήσεως.”

65 Cf. Zosimus, NH 4.23. Even Ammianus 31.16.8, where Julius extirpates the Goths in 
Anatolia, seems to speak of a Roman fear of directly confronting the Goths in the aftermath 
of the Adrianople; cf. the more general but very relevant points made in Różycki, Battlefield 
Emotions, 77, 80–83, 85–93.
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Conclusions: Was There Hope for the Barbarians 
in Late Antique Historiography?

A rather interesting difference may be detected in the attributions of futu-
rity and hopes to barbarians as a commonality, and to their leaders. It 
seems that the barbarians as a whole—often a people on the run in the 
context of the late fourth and fifth centuries, especially in the episodes I 
have been concentrating on—envision their hopes for the future as 
being directed towards seeking safety from other, even fiercer barbarian 
peoples. This often elides into the older, by that stage wholly traditional, 
impression of northern population groups wishing to settle new lands. As 
a collective, these barbarian groups’ motivations were conceptualised by 
the natural, “base” desires that not only reflect the very real precarity of 
such migrant and refugee groups’ nutrition and safety, but also drew their 
imaginative force from the Greco-Roman cultural pool of stereotypes. In 
most cases the sources seem to refer to the “traditional” causative factor of 
greedy hope in explaining outgroup mobility: the barbarians’ expectatio 
boni was a very concrete and materialist thing.

It may not come as a particularly great surprise that the vast majority of 
the mentions of hope for safety and deliverance in our historiographical 
sources apply to the Roman ingroup: the provincial or urban populations 
who had been affected by either barbarian activities, rebellions, or food 
shortages. In contrast, the narrative, literary and ideological impulses to 
imagine barbarian pathway thinking were much fewer. As a reflection of 
this, both quantitative and qualitative differences between ascribing hopes 
to barbarians and Romans remained strong, but the occasional dramatic 
successes of the barbarians required admitting every now and then that the 
barbarian logismoi—their pathway thinking—could be valid, and their 
desire to flee dangers such as Huns and settle new lands was a reasonable 
one. The Roman defeats, on the other hand, seemed to call for explana-
tions, and the old theme of a mistakenly identified kairos, or opportune 
moment, was turned into criticism against emperors such as Valens. The 
earlier pattern of barbarians misidentifying kairos did not retain the same 
comfort and explanatory power as it once had done.

The leaders of northern groups, however, could be attributed with 
much more complex hopes and futurity-oriented motivations. The caus-
ative factor of barbarian leaders wanting to keep their peoples safe was an 
obvious one, but frequently their (probably very genuine) requests for 
lands to settle were accompanied by (likewise very genuine) hope of being 
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recognised, legitimated and safeguarded through a Roman office or a title. 
Beyond this, in trying to explain the very varied contacts and realities on 
the ground in terms of Romano-barbarian relations, some historiogra-
phers attributed to the Gothic leaders, in particular, nefarious and directly 
threatening motives. They could be portrayed as pursuing these through 
guile and deception, purposefully misleading Romans regarding the threat 
that their followers posed to the empire.

Being uprooted was not something that the northern barbarians were 
perceived as experiencing in a way similar to the sedentary Mediterranean 
populations. Traditionally their movement was seen as motivated by desire 
either to despoil the Greeks and Romans or to settle new lands. The ste-
reotypical idea of a gens vaga, I would argue, was a very powerful cultural 
stereotype that influenced the Late Antique way of attributing hopes and 
pathway thinking to the “Gothic” groups. This does not mean that the 
reasons behind their movement could not have been perceived as external, 
too: the inundations of the sea in the case of the Late-Hellenistic accounts 
on Celts and Cimbri, the uncontrolled population growth of Gauls in 
Justin or Livy (and those of the Gothiscandza in Jordanes), and the attacks 
of the Huns in the Late Antique historians, could all be imagined as hav-
ing first set the chain of movements into action.

Hope enters the mind-reading exercise occasionally in these cases. It is 
worth emphasising that both Ammianus and Eunapius were writing with 
the hindsight of the battle of Adrianople, the climactic defeat of Valens at 
the hands of the Goths in 378. This only emphasised the fact that Roman 
hopes, not barbarian ones, would have been colouring their treatment of 
the events—and it is this ingroup perspective that makes these imaginings 
useful as sources to the Late Roman concepts of hope and futurity. The 
cultural gap between the levels of pathway thinking ascribed to ingroups 
and outgroups was not only dependent on the polemics involved (such as 
in the case of Valens’ failures, contrasted with the better leadership dem-
onstrated by a handful of Gothic leaders), but also on each different his-
torical moment of narration. In the context we have studied, feelings of 
existential fear and the retroactive knowledge of Gothic victories against 
Romans were foregrounded, which reduced the Roman interest towards 
sympathetic mind-reading of the Gothic strategies and future-oriented 
thinking that had motivated their mobility. Instead, the tendency to see a 
malicious and threatening attempt to subvert the Roman empire by infil-
trating it under the guise of refugees seems to have been common.
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CHAPTER 5

Lost Hopes? Parental Hope and the Death 
of Children in Ancient Rome

Sanna Joska

Introduction

Less than a hundred years ago, child mortalityrates in the Western world 
were notably high, just as they had been for previous millennia. In sharp 
contrast to most of human history, the present-day mindset sees a child’s 
death as the rarest, most ultimate tragedy that can happen to a parent. 
Parental grief is viewed as the most intense and overwhelming of all griefs.1 
For people living in premodern societies, dependence on a single person 
from their family and lineage was greater than it is today, and there was 
a harsh reality that every parent had to prepare themselves for: the inevi-
table loss of at least one child during their lives. To attempt to understand 
the premodern mindset, the modern, Western perspective must bend to 
comprehend that this has been the reality for most of our history. In this 

1 Davies, “New Understandings of Parental Grief” on modern perceptions of paren-
tal grief.
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chapter, I examine the death of a child in Roman antiquity from the per-
spectives of hope and despair by tracing these emotions from different 
types of literary and epigraphic sources made by parents.

Just as the lives and experiences of Roman children, their death, burial, 
and commemoration have been studied comprehensively in recent 
decades.2 Early discussion revolved around the emotional commitment of 
parents and other caretakers, ever since Philippe Ariès argued that parents 
avoided emotional commitment to their children because of children’s 
high mortality rates in past societies.3 Mark Golden discussed the issue 
further in the context of Greece and Rome in his article, “Did the Ancients 
Care When Their Children Died?” (1988). The answer to the question, by 
his own admission a complex one, is that they did. More recently, Tim 
Parkin showed that not only was infant mortality high, but the years before 
the age of five were a time of particularly severe risk. High child mortality 
rates are reflected in Roman epigraphic material. As Maureen Carroll has 
shown, children and youths are generally overrepresented in funerary epi-
taphs, and children between one and five years old were most likely com-
memorated.4 Valerie M.  Hope has brought forth the contradiction 
between ideals and realities with the death of children: children’s risk of 
dying was so great that the ideal was not to mourn them too much. 
Despite this, parents mourned children of all ages intensely.5 Beryl Rawson 
argues that children’s funerary monuments can be read as evidence of 
recognizing the dead child as an individual whose loss was mourned.6 
Similarly, Olympia Bobou has studied Hellenistic children’s funerary 
reliefs as monuments that remembered the children individuals and that 
had an emotional impact on the viewer.7 Véronique Dasen has highlighted 
the use of children’s funerary monuments and portraits in elite and non-
elite family strategies and building of family identity. These strategies were 
used in both pagan and Christian families, as has been demonstrated by 

2 The archaeological aspects of children’s (infant’s) burial have been studied in Carroll, 
Infancy and Earliest Childhood and numerous other studies; see, e.g., several articles in 
Beaumont, Dillon, and Harrington, Children in Antiquity.

3 Ariès, Centuries of Childhood, 38–39.
4 Parkin, “The Demography of Infancy”; Carroll, Spirits of the Dead, 173.
5 Hope, Roman Death, 137–141.
6 Rawson, Children and Childhood, 340, 352.
7 Bobou, Children in the Hellenistic World, 102–116.
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Christian Laes. Recently, parents’ (emotional) reactions to the death of 
their children in Christian culture have been studied by Maria Doerfler.8

In this chapter, I trace Roman parents’ emotional responses to the 
death of their children from literature and funerary monuments to study 
emotional patterns in Roman society. I study the subject of Roman chil-
dren’s deaths, an occurrence met by most, if not all, parents in ancient 
societies, from the viewpoint of emotions such as hope and despair, the 
intersection of which is still quite untouched by research.

The death of a child creates a crisis for the parents—a crisis of future 
and the continuity of one’s family line, name, and property, and a crisis 
where the natural order has fundamentally changed when a parent must 
bury their child instead of the reverse. This study sets off with the pre-
sumption that this crisis could, broadly speaking, be met with two types of 
emotional reactions: either the parents find ways to survive the death of 
their child and carry on with their lives, or they do not survive it, losing 
meaning in life. The concepts of hope and despair are used to represent 
these mindsets. Following the theory of Richard S. Lazarus, for the par-
ents, the death of their child presents an “unsatisfactory”—in some way 
threatening or damaging—life circumstance. Parents who choose hope 
believe that something positive, which is not currently present in their 
situation, could still take place in the future. Those who lose all sight of 
this hope in their present and future life, succumb to despair.9 Angelos 
Chaniotis highlights that hope is not, as such, a response to what has hap-
pened, but an attitude toward the future.10 Following this approach 
requires that we expect emotional reactions to be visible in people’s actions 
and agency as strategies. What are the strategies to find hope after the 
death of a child? What strategies lead to despair? The strategies I focus on 
here are psychological and emotional and not practical, such as the 
arrangements of adoptions and wills that were used to secure properties.

As Olympia Bobou shows in her study of Greek Hellenistic funerary 
inscriptions, hope is categorically connected to the relationship between 
parents and children in the form of parental hope, the expectations that 
parents have for their child’s unknown but hopefully bright future. Bobou 

8 Dasen, “Childbirth and Infancy”; Dasen, “Wax and Plaster Memories”; Laes, “Grieving 
for Lost Children”; Doerfler, Jepthah’s Daughter, Sarah’s Son.

9 Lazarus, “Hope: An Emotion”, 653–54; see also Kazantzidis & Spatharas, “Introductory: 
‘Hope’, spes, elpis”, 1–2.

10 Chaniotis, “Elpis in the Greek Epigraphic”, 352–353.
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demonstrates how parental hope is especially connected to children’s epi-
taphs, where parents express their dashed hopes because of the untimely 
deaths of their children.11 Here I will use funerary commemorations and 
non-Christian consolatory literature dating from the first century BCE to 
the second century CE as source material. Different types of sources pres-
ent the opportunity to analyze a broader view of practices, strategies, and 
emotions faced and brought into use when coping with the death of a 
child. Literature, such as philosophical letters of consolation and other 
writings, presents the voices of Roman aristocracy. While commemoration 
in literature was mostly reserved for the men of the aristocracy, different 
funerary monuments offered people representing lower social groups, 
often the socially distinct group of freedmen, a possibility to immortalize 
their names. The different source types both complement and contrast 
each other, as do the experiences of parents belonging to different 
social groups.

Parental Hope and Despair Among 
the Roman Aristocracy

The men of the Roman aristocracy were no strangers to children’s deaths: 
many faced it themselves or at least through friends or family members. 
Consolation letters and speeches were aimed at relatives or friends at the 
moment of grief and loss and range from deeply personal to more distant 
in tone. The consolations often have a strong philosophical tone, espe-
cially Stoic, which was becoming more and more popular among Romans 
during the first and second centuries CE, and the writings also reflect the 
idealized, gendered behavior expected from members of the elite.12 
Besides consolatory writings, other letters and philosophical writings will 
also be studied here, with special attention given to texts written by a par-
ent grieving or contemplating the death of their own child.13 The selection 
of writings is studied to gain insights into the views of the Roman 

11 Bobou, “Hope and the Sub-adult”, 329–331. See also Harper in the present volume for 
the Roman examples.

12 Hope, Roman Death, 132–37; see Scourfield, “Towards a Genre of Consolation” for a 
definition of the genre of ancient consolation. Consolations offer standard philosophical top-
ics of solace, such as the idea that all are born mortal and that death is an escape from 
wretched life, as well as advice on how to respond to loss and grief.

13 See Gorostidi Pi, “Too Young to Die” for further examples of Roman authors comment-
ing on the death of young children.
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aristocracy—the philosophically oriented men—toward the death of chil-
dren and the aspects of hope and despair they might have incorporated 
into them.

Cicero wrote Consolatio ad se in 45 BCE to comfort himself at the 
occasion of his daughter Tullia’s death. One fragment of the text has been 
preserved in Cicero’s Tusculanae Disputationes, which he also wrote near 
Tullia’s death, and few more in Christian author Lactantius’ Divinae 
Institutiones, written in the beginning of the fourth century.14 Tullia died 
in her thirties because of complications after giving birth, and Cicero was 
deeply shocked about the death of his first child and only daughter. For 
Cicero, the consolatory writings appear as a direct way of dealing with the 
instant shock of a child’s death. Cicero suggested that Tullia should be 
divinized after her death, and he planned to build a shrine where she 
would be worshipped. The monument would have been a tangible memo-
rial to Tullia, something that kept her present after her death, but Cicero 
never realized his grand plans.15 The thought of keeping Tullia’s memory 
alive with these far-reaching plans might have been enough to get Cicero 
through the first stages of grief after losing a child.

Like Cicero, the Greek historian Plutarch wrote about the loss of his 
own child in a letter to his wife after hearing the news of the death of their 
two-year-old daughter. The letter, Consolatio ad uxorem, dated probably 
in the early 90s CE, attempts to relieve the pain of Plutarch’s wife 
Timoxena, but also his own, and the work has a very personal touch in it.16 
Plutarch describes how much his wife had hoped for a daughter after hav-
ing four sons, and how much joy the sweet personality of their little 
daughter Timoxena, named after her mother, had brought to her parents. 
Most of the letter is dedicated to reminding Timoxena to stay calm and 
collected in the face of grief. To help her find solace, Plutarch advises 
Timoxena to return in her thoughts to the time when the child was not yet 
born. He does not urge her, as such, to forget their little girl, but to return 
to the contentment they had before they knew her, and to find joy in her 
memories of the child. Plutarch thinks that because the child was only two 

14 Cicero, Tusculan Disputations 1.66; Lactantius, Divine Institutes 1.15.20. Lactantius 
uses Cicero as an example of the futility of pagan beliefs. See Baltussen, “Cicero’s Consolatio,” 
75–76 for a reconstruction of Consolatio ad se.

15 Baltussen “Cicero’s Consolatio”, 77–78; Treggiari, Terentia, Tullia and Publilia, 
135–39. Cicero mentions the shrine several times in his letters to Atticus; see, e.g., Cicero, 
Letters to Atticus III, 254 (12.18), 257 (12.19), 274 (12.35), 275 (12.36).

16 Baltussen, “Personal Grief”, 67, 83–84.
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years of age and had a limited understanding of the world because of her 
age, she had not been deprived of much by her early death. Her mother 
should not pain herself by imagining a future for her.17 Plutarch’s letter has 
a strong tone against falling into a state of despair, which he sees as a seri-
ous threat for his wife Timoxena. Instead, he attempts to invoke feelings 
of hope by recalling all the good memories that the parents had of their 
little child and asks Timoxena not to think of the future that is now lost 
for their daughter.

Another example of consolation literature is by the Stoic philosopher 
Seneca, who wrote a consolation letter to Marcia, a daughter of historian 
Aulus Cremutius Cordus, who was grieving her son Metilius. De consolatio 
ad Marciam dates to around 40 CE or earlier, and by the time Seneca 
wrote his letter, she had been grieving her son for over three years.18 
Seneca advises Marcia to let go of her grief and criticizes her prolonged 
mourning because Marcia acts as if her son had just died. Seneca’s Stoic 
mindset is conspicuous throughout the letter. Death is inevitable to all 
humans, and Seneca reminds Marcia of this by telling her that so many 
lose their children and that faith will not preserve anyone, but that most 
people know how to get over it. He admits that it is natural to mourn the 
death of a child, but the mourning should not be excessive.19 The Stoics 
viewed a human’s fate as inevitable—if it was life’s predetermined order 
that a child should die early in life, then it was the Stoic’s duty to respond 
to it correctly with ideal reactions.

Seneca reassures Marcia that her son is now in a better place (the heav-
ens) with other previously deceased family members, and he counsels 
Marcia to find hope and joy in her living children and grandchildren. 
Metilius left Marcia two grandchildren, and she also has two daughters, 
who are alive and had had children of their own. Another son of Marcia, 
an elder brother of Metilius, had apparently died earlier, but Marcia does 
not seem to mourn this son to the extent that she mourned Metilius. The 
grief over Metilius seems to spring up from the fact that he was a young 
man (although already married with children) who was beginning to find 
his place in life, and he had been close with his mother, perhaps closer than 
her other children. For a young man belonging to the Roman elite, the 
future held positions of power and prestige that ensured he would keep 

17 Plutarch, Ad uxorem 8–9.
18 Bellemore, “The Dating of Seneca’s Ad Marciam”, 219.
19 Seneca, Ad Marciam 1.7, 7, 9, 10; Inwood, Reading Seneca, 243–245.
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the family name alive.20 Seneca mentions, praising the dead son to his 
grieving mother, that because of his excellent physical features, Metilius 
was destined for the army and that his steady spirit made him worthy of a 
priesthood.21 Both would have been suitable steps in Metilius’ public 
career. However, death “leads off the youth in the bloom of life while he 
still hopes for happier things.”22 All possible future paths were lost for 
Metilius, and this seems to have led Marcia to lose all hope for the future, 
driving her into a state of despair.

Emperor and philosopher Marcus Aurelius’ (121–180 CE) attitude 
toward the death of a child resembles that of Seneca. In his Meditations, 
Marcus Aurelius explains what he has learned from other wise men: “From 
Apollonius … to remain ever the same, in the throes of pain, on the loss 
of a child, during a lingering illness.”23 In the passage, he compares the 
death of a child to other pains in life that cause strong emotions and refers 
to Stoic ideals of reason and self-control, of overcoming passions that 
would be destructive. The nature of all living matter was perishable, which 
Marcus states by quoting the Stoic philosopher Epictetus: “A man while 
fondly kissing his child, should whisper in his heart: ‘Tomorrow peradven-
ture thou wilt die.’”24 Stoic ideals of self-possession and determinism in 
the face of life’s hardships appear as a way of emotional support for 
Marcus.25 The ideals and beliefs offered guidelines for grief and other dis-
tress, a way through which these could be viewed and processed, and they 
acted as barriers against despair. Marcus himself had to face the death of a 
child multiple times, as he and his wife Faustina the Younger lost many of 
their children. Marcus’ letters to his teacher and friend Marcus Cornelius 
Fronto (c. 100–late 160s CE) show us that the health of children was both 
a common worry and a subject of correspondence. In two letters dated to 
162 CE, Marcus mentions that “our little daughter is better and can run 

20 On parents’ sorrow over the untimely death of aristocrat youth, see Laes, “High 
Hopes”, 51–52.

21 Seneca, Ad Marciam 16.5–8, 24.2–3, 25.
22 Seneca, Ad Marciam 20.1: “sive iuvenile aevom dum Meliora sperantur in flore deducit.”
23 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 1.8: “Παρὰ Ἀπολλωνίου […] καὶ τὸ ἀεὶ ὅμοιον, ἐν ἀλγηδόσιν 

ὀξείαις, ἐν ἀποβολῇ τέκνου, ἐν μακραῖς νόσοις.” Apollonius of Chalcis (or Chalcedon) was a 
Stoic who taught young Marcus Aurelius.

24 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, 10.34; 11.34: “Καταφιλοῦντα τὸ παιδίον δεῖ,”ἔλεγεν ὁ 
Ἐπίκτητος, ”ἔνδον ἐπιφθέγγεσθαι. Αὔριον ἴσως ἀποθανῇ.”; Epictetus, Discourses 3.24.88–89; 
Parkin, “The Democracy of Infancy,” 40–41.

25 Frede, “Stoic Determinism”, 179, 184–86; Gill, “Marcus and Previous Stoic Literature,” 
387, 393.
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about the bedroom” and that “our little chick Antoninus coughs 
rather less.”26

In the year 165 CE, Fronto faced the loss of a three-year-old grandson. 
Marcus wrote a short note right after hearing the news, offering his con-
dolences.27 Fronto replied with a long letter where he reflects all the losses 
of children he has had to face:

For, not to mention my other calamities, I have lost five children under the 
most distressing circumstances possible to myself. For I lost all five sepa-
rately, in every case an only child, suffering this series of bereavements in 
such a way that I never had a child born to me except while bereaved of 
another. So I always lost children without any left to console me and with 
my grief fresh upon me I begat others.28

The writing implies that losing an only child was harder than losing one of 
many, because there were no other children alive who could have brought 
the parents any sense of continuity and hope. Fronto continues by explain-
ing that, although being devastated each time, he endured all these previ-
ous losses with dignity and resistance. The losses did not harden him since 
each time he was able to retain a sense of hope and continuity. The loss of 
a grandson after all these previous losses, however, hit him hard. Fronto 
heavily questions a destiny that robs young sons from their fathers and 
writes how the immortality of souls gives very little solace to parents who 
mourn their children in this world.29 The grandson becomes the symbol 
of his previous losses and drives Fronto into a state of despair: “I was 
unable for grief and tears … It is he, indeed, who more and more rends 
and racks my heart. For in his lineaments I behold the other whom I have 

26 Fronto, Correspondence II, De Fer. Als. 4; “parvolam nuntio nostrum melius valere et 
intra cubiculum discurrere,” Ad Antoninum Imp. 1.1: “Pullus noster Antoninus aliquo 
lenius tussit.” For other passages concerning the health of children: Correspondence I, Ad 
M. Caes. 4.11, 4.12, 5.19.

27 Fronto, Correspondence II, De Nepote Amisso 1.
28 Fronto, Correspondence II, De Nepote Amisso 2.1: “Nam ut alia mea acerba omittam, 

quinque amisi liberos miserrima quidemcondicione temporum meorum, nam quinque 
omnes unumquemque semper unicum amisi, has orbitatis vices perpessus, ut numquam mihi 
nisi orbato filius nasceretus. Ita semper sine ullo solacio residuo liberos amisi, cum recenti 
luctu procreavi.”

29 Fronto, Correspondence II, De Nepote Amisso 2.3–5; Hope, Roman Death, 138.
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lost.”30 Fronto writes that the child’s parents, his daughter and her hus-
band, will find comfort in each other and thus survive their grief. Fronto 
himself finds comfort only from old age and his own nearing death, and 
the rest of the letter consists of Fronto’s reflections of his past life. The 
letter is written near the grandson’s death, and the shock and anger come 
across clearly in the writing. The death of the young grandson is con-
nected to Fronto’s own ill health, which he takes as a sign of his own 
approaching death, leaving very little room for thoughts of the future.

Several reasons for hope and despair are given in the letters and philo-
sophical writings. The sources of hope for the aristocrat Roman man include, 
above all, a Stoic mindset and a focus on the living rather than the dead. 
These become evident especially in the writings of Seneca, Plutarch, and 
Marcus Aurelius, who highlight restricting one’s emotions and staying calm 
even at an emotionally painful event such as losing a child. Expressing one’s 
grief by writing it down also appears as a strategy for dealing with the loss of 
a child, used by especially Cicero and Fronto, who both express deep 
mourning and feelings of despair. Cicero focused on plans of having a mon-
ument built for his daughter and of making her memory divine, and perhaps 
it was the thought of keeping Tullia present and remembered that finally 
gave him some hope. Fronto seems to gain some sense of hopefulness in the 
few writings that have survived after 165 CE, but he died relatively soon 
after the death of his grandson, some time during the late 160s.31

For women of the Roman aristocracy, Seneca and Plutarch offered 
advice that was intended to keep them hopeful instead of falling into a 
state of despair. The grief of a mother after losing a child was seen as espe-
cially intense, more so than the father’s, because of the special physical and 
emotional bond that a mother had with her children. Mothers were 
allowed to mourn their children and to express grief, but prolonged or 
wild, excessive expressions were strictly unwanted.32 Seneca and Plutarch 
offered hope for the mothers, encouraging them to focus on their living 
children instead of the dead child and to maintain good memories of the 
child. Seneca and Plutarch attempted to control the grief of Marcia and 
Timoxena, as the exemplary Roman mother was expected to retain a sense 
of hope while the opposite let herself be swallowed by despair.

30 Fronto, Correspondence II, De Nepote Amisso 2.6: “nequivi prae fletu ac dolore.… hic est 
profecto, qui me magis magiscue lacerat et excruciat. Namque in huius facie illum amissum 
contemplor.”

31 See, e.g., Fronto, Correspondence II, Ad Verum Imp. 2.4, 2.9.
32 Hope, “Octavia: A Roman Mother,” 270–272.
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Parental Hope and Despair in Funerary Monuments 
of the Freedmen

Roman children’s grave monuments range from small marble slabs to 
altars and sarcophagi, commemorating children both alone and as part of 
a larger family group.33 The commemorators, often parents, express their 
grief in the inscriptions, which might also describe the positive character-
istics of the child in a glorifying manner or express frustration over the 
dashed hopes caused by the child’s untimely death. Sentiment and the 
highlighting of family relations are defining features in Roman funerary 
monuments, and especially those of children, who did not yet have a pub-
lic position or an occupation to record in stone.34 Angelos Chaniotis 
describes epitaphs as the most emotive type of inscription that both express 
emotions and arouse them in their readers. They are connected to strong 
emotions such as pain, sorrow, and anger, as well as love and pride, and 
they represent the social sharing of these emotions as they can offer con-
solation and hope to the living.35

A small group of well-preserved children’s funerary altars consisting of 
portraits and inscriptions and found in the city of Rome has been chosen 
here for a more detailed study. They represent monuments that were set 
up by parents of ex-slave status to their child who was a free Roman citi-
zen.36 Freed slaves, the freedmen, were an important social group charac-
terized by their notable social rise in a strongly hierarchical society, a fact 
they were willing to show in many ways. The child of freed slaves was born 

33 Children’s funerary monuments in Italy and Rome’s western provinces are studied in 
Mander, Portraits of Children. Kleiner, Roman Imperial Funerary Altars, presents a cata-
logue of funerary altars of adults and children. Children’s sarcophagi, which became popular 
during the second century CE in Italy, have been studied especially by Huskinson, Roman 
Children’s Sarcophagi. See Huskinson, “Disappearing Children?” for changes in Roman chil-
dren’s funerary representations from the first to the fourth century CE.  While studying 
funerary monuments, it must be noted that not all children or even adults received one. See 
Carroll, Spirits of the Dead, 69–78 on the burial of the poor. Newborns or children under the 
age of one were especially rarely remembered in funerary monuments. Monuments to 
infants, particularly babies aged under forty days, were not generally expected, just as infants 
were not expected to be mourned otherwise; Carroll, Infancy and Earliest Childhood, 
208–209; Kleiner, Roman Imperial Funerary Altars, 45–47.

34 Laes, “High Hopes”, 48–54; Mander, Portraits of Children, 8–15.
35 Chaniotis, “Moving Stones”, 97, 104.
36 Monuments that represent children as part of a larger family group, although they were 

favored by the freedmen especially, are not studied here since they do not commemorate the 
child as an individual. See Huskinson, “Constructing Childhood”, 324–328.
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a free Roman by law, which made these children the symbols of their par-
ents’ social rise. If the child died, their future as free Roman citizens was 
lost.37 Rose MacLean points out that freedmen parents’ commemoration 
of their children reflects not only the parents’ willingness to promote their 
social mobility but also their willingness to show their capacity to maintain 
stable families and family lines.38 The theme of the future—especially the 
hopes of a brighter, better one for an individual and their family—is very 
conspicuous in the group of freedmen.

In the early second century CE, Publicia Glypte, a freedwoman based 
on her name, set up a grave altar in Rome to two boys, Nico and Eutyches. 
The inscription in the altar reads: “For the spirits of the dead. To Nico, 
sweetest son, who lived eleven months and eight days, to Eutyches, verna, 
who lived one year, five months and ten days, Publicia Glypte set up.”39 
Nico was Publicia Glypte’s son, but the other boy is referred to as a verna, 
a slave who was born in her house. The carving at the top of the altar sug-
gests that Publicia Glypte was the foster mother of Eutyches. It refers to 
the myth of Telephus, a son of Heracles who became a king of Mysia, who 
as a child was suckled by a deer after being abandoned by his mother (or 
grandfather).40 The children commemorated in the monument died very 
young—Nico was less than a year, Eutyches just six months older—but 
they have been pictured significantly older and of equal status. They are 
pictured standing, dressed in togas and holding scrolls, creating an image 
of the boys as little orators. The image reflects an imagined future for the 
boys as free Roman citizens. Publicia Glypte might have hoped to free the 
boys in the future, since Eutyches was born a slave, as suggested by his 
single name, and Nico was likely not born a free citizen. For children born 
in slavery, becoming an orator or holding some other public position in 
Roman society was a distant dream, although not completely impossible. 
Hope of ever becoming one was lost for the boys by their early death, but 
their imagined future was immortalized in the altar.

37 Kleiner, “Women and Family Life”, 548; MacLean, Freed Slaves, 35. For the freedmen 
in Roman society and art, see also, e.g., Bell & Ramsby, Free at Last!; Hackworth Petersen, 
The Freedman in Roman Art; Mouritsen, The Freedman in the Roman World.

38 MacLean, Freed Slaves, 138.
39 CIL VI 22972: “D(is) M(anibus) / Niconi filio / dulcissimo / qui v(ixit) mens(ibus) XI /  

diebus VIII / Eutycheti / vernae / qui vix(it) an(no) I / mens(ibus) V dieb(us) X / Publicia 
Glypte fecit.”

40 Griffiths, “Auge and Telephus,” 227–228.
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It was not uncommon for Romans to portray deceased children older 
than their age of death in their funerary monuments.41 Toddlers were 
depicted as children, not as small adults with distinct child-like features 
such as chubby cheeks and limbs, but as the imagined older, future ver-
sions of themselves. Quintus Fabius Proculus, dead at only nine months 
old, was depicted wearing a cloak connected to military dress in a grave 
stele dedicated by his grandmother, who perhaps imagined the boy having 
a future career in the military.42 These monuments that depict small chil-
dren as their older, idealized future versions, offer a way of continuing 
existence for the prematurely deceased children.43 In his consolation letter 
to Marcia, Seneca reminds the reader of man’s endless hopefulness in the 
face of death: “How many funerals pass our houses? Yet we do not think 
of death. How many untimely deaths? We think only of our son’s coming 
of age, of his service in the army, or of his succession to his father’s 
estate.”44 These monuments symbolize the loss of the parents’ and the 
child’s futures, but for the Romans, this type of funerary art seems to also 
carry a sense of hope by reminding the viewer of the child’s potential 
future, conflicting the themes of loss and hope.45

Hateria Superba, who lived for one year, six months, and 25 days, was 
commemorated around 100 CE in an altar on the Via Flaminia in Rome 
by her parents Quintus Haterius Ephebus and Julia Zosime.46 The child is 
depicted standing, older than her age at death, dressed in a fine garment, 
with a dog and a bird beside her, and holding another bird and grapes, 
crowned by little Eros figures. Deceased children were often pictured with 
animals, which represented either pets or acted as symbols of purity but 
might also refer to sacrifices performed in coming-of-age rituals and funer-
als. The names of Hateria Superba’s parents refer to their origins as slaves, 
and the way their daughter is shown dressed in a toga strengthens the idea 

41 Dasen, “L’enfant qui ne sourit pas”, 268. See also Bobou, “Hope and the Sub-adult”, 
337–338.

42 CIL VI 17557; Carroll, Infancy and Earliest Childhood, 218; Dasen, “L’enfant qui ne 
sourit pas”, 267.

43 Huskinson, “Constructing Childhood”, 330–331.
44 Seneca, Ad Marciam 9.2: “Tot praeter domum nostram ducuntur exsequiae: de morte 

non cogitamus; tot acerba funera: nos togam nostrorum infantium, nos militiam et paternae 
hereditatis successionem agitamus animo.”

45 See also Bobou, “Hope and the Sub-adult”, 336–338, for examples of Greek funerary 
stelai of children shown older than their years that emphasize the lost futures of the children.

46 CIL VI 19159.
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that she was born as a free Roman citizen. This is suggested further by the 
child’s braided hairstyle, which refers to the followers of the goddess Isis, 
whose cult welcomed women of lower social status.47 The divine sphere is 
presented also in the funerary relief of Aelia Procula that was erected by 
her parents in the second century CE.48 Besides commemorating the 
child, it also honors the virgin goddess Diana and even depicts the child as 
Diana dressed in a tunic and with a bow and a dog. The age of the girl at 
her death is not mentioned, but instead we learn that her father Publius 
Aelius Asclepiacus was a freed slave of the imperial house.

Portraying a dead child as a divine being was frequently used in ancient 
funerary art. The child was identified with gods or goddesses by adding 
identifiable symbols to the imagery or simply depicted as a divine being. 
The divine sphere is evoked by Eros figurines and hairstyle in the case of 
Hateria Superba, and by representing the deceased Aelia Procula as the 
goddess Diana. This practice highlights the immortality of the child, per-
haps bringing some hope for the grieving parents, whose child is now a 
part of the heavenly sphere, continuing their existence there.49 In 63 CE, 
Emperor Nero lost his infant daughter Claudia. As the emperor, he was in 
a position where he could literally declare his daughter divine and make 
her diva Claudia by the vote of the Senate. Domitian had similar honors 
voted for his dead son after becoming emperor in 81 CE.  The boy is 
depicted in Domitian’s coinage as divus Caesar, a baby sitting on a globe 
surrounded by several stars. Domitian then proceeded to honor his wife 
Domitia as a divi Caesaris mater, the mother of the divine son, in coin-
age.50 The immortal status of the child promoted the status of the imperial 
family by connecting them closely to the divine. This was reverse to the 
practice of divinizing the preceding emperor and presenting oneself as the 
son of divine Caesar. Having close connection to the divine through 
deceased family members functioned as a status lift for the imperial family, 
and likewise, references to the divine sphere in children’s funerary monu-
ments can be interpreted to bring the parents a sense of honor. The divine 

47 Dasen, “Childbirth and Infancy”, 311; Kleiner, “Women and Family Life”, 551.
48 CIL VI 10958; Kleiner, “Women and Family Life”, 552.
49 Carroll, Infancy and Earliest Childhood, 216; Huskinson, “Constructing Childhood”, 

330; Rawson, Children and Childhood, 48.
50 McIntyre, “Deification as Consolation”, 225, 229–231. For stars as symbols of the soul, 

see Rawson, “Death, Burial and Commemoration”, 293 and Harper in this publication. See 
also Joska, Augusti filii et filiae, 141–152 for the public commemoration of imperial children 
by Antonine emperors.
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sphere carries with it a sense of hope, as well, by promising immortality for 
the too-soon deceased. According to Véronique Dasen, it was psychologi-
cally easier for the grieving parents to have their child pictured in the 
funerary monument somewhat differently than they were before their 
death. A one-to-one representation of the child in their grave monument 
would have been a constant reminder of the loss.51 Although they reminded 
the parents of their loss, images of deceased children as their older versions 
or in the guise of a divine being might at the same time have had a sooth-
ing effect for the grieving parents.

Facing Parental Grief: Gendered Strategies of Hope 
and Despair

Death was ever present in the Roman world, and high mortality rates—
not just those of children, but throughout the population—shaped ancient 
family strategies. Remarriage was common, and adoptions and wills were 
used to secure assets and properties in the possible absence of biological, 
legitimate children.52 A Roman parent had to be practically, mentally, and 
even emotionally prepared for the fact that they likely were going to lose 
one or more of their children, making it a shared experience in the ancient 
world. Because of the prevalent nature of the experience, the emotional 
patterns of facing the death of a child reveal emotional patterns on a wider 
societal level.

In the Roman world, both boys and girls were commemorated and 
mourned but generally funerary epitaphs were more likely to be set up for 
boys.53 Among the sources studied in this chapter, letters of consolation 
more often emphasize the gender of the deceased child. Plutarch explains 
that his wife had stayed calm before when the couple had lost a son but 
now that they had lost their long-awaited little daughter, he was afraid that 
his wife might be driven mad with grief.54 Similarly Cicero was devastated 
at the loss of his only daughter Tullia. Marcia, instead, was intensely griev-
ing her son. It can be argued that the loss of a child of certain gender 
might have been a particular matter of grief for some parents, perhaps 

51 Dasen, “L’enfant qui ne sourit pas”, 281.
52 See, e.g., Lindsay, Adoption in the Roman World, 97–98; Saller, Patriarchy, Property and 

Death, 161–180.
53 Scheidel, “Epigraphy and Demography”, 115–117.
54 Plutarch, Ad uxorem 5.1.
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especially in cases where the child was the only son or daughter in the 
family.55 However, strong emotional commitment clearly did not depend 
on the gender of the child, at least not as a principal factor.

Parental grief over adult children is evident especially in the writings of 
Cicero and Seneca. Funerary monuments for such persons, usually in their 
20s or 30s, did not make the parents’ grief visible, as they often were 
erected by the spouse.56 The death of young men, such as Marcia’s son 
Metilius, cut short their public career, which had only just begun. Cicero’s 
daughter Tullia was an exemplary case of the life-threatening risks of 
females in reproductive age: she died in childbirth.57 It is notable how 
Cicero’s severe grief is pointed toward his daughter and not toward his 
grandchild, Tullia’s baby boy, who died sometime later. Maternal mortal-
ity was, besides being a risk for the women themselves, a matter of the 
continuity of the family line. In his letter, Pliny the Younger writes about 
two sisters of Helvidius’ family who both died giving birth. While express-
ing his grief for the girls, Pliny’s point of view in the letter seems to be the 
unfortunate situation of the noble family that lost two young women—
they both had given birth to girls, and now only one son was left to con-
tinue the line of his father.58

Rome was a patriarchal society, but women played a crucial role in fam-
ily strategies. The different public roles of men and women are reflected in 
the expected behavior of parents. Mothers and fathers similarly express 
grief for their children. Parents set up funerary monuments together and 
grief is expressed for them both, but different life situations, such as wid-
owhood for example, led many mothers and fathers to set up a monument 
to their child alone. Publicia Glypte set up a monument for Nico and 
Eutyches while the seven-month-old Sextus Rufius Achilleus was com-
memorated by his father Sextus Rufius Decebalus.59 The different expecta-
tions of male and female behavior in public, however, shaped how the 
grief of mothers and fathers might be depicted.60 When consoling Marcia, 
Seneca assured her that men and women have the same intellectual 

55 See Cojocaru in this volume.
56 Kleiner, “Women and Family Life”, 548–549.
57 Parkin, Demography and Roman Society, 104–105, however, notes that maternal mortal-

ity should not be exaggerated.
58 Plinius, Letters 4.21; Parkin, “The Demography of Infancy”, 46.
59 CIL VI 25572; Carroll, Infancy and Earliest Childhood, 216; Kleiner, Roman Imperial 

Funerary Altars, 48–49.
60 Hope, “Octavia: A Roman Mother”, 272–275; cf. also Cojocaru in this volume.
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capacity, thus not giving her the right to keep acting the way she does, and 
he offered her two examples—one good, one bad—of a mother’s grief. 
Seneca explains to Marcia that Livia, the wife of Augustus, proved exem-
plary in grief when she lost her son Drusus in 9 BCE because although she 
had suffered a great loss, she recovered quickly and gracefully. Octavia, 
Augustus’ sister, however, held on to her grief over losing her son Marcellus 
for the rest of her life.61 Plutarch wrote of mothers whose mourning is so 
wild that it is difficult to calm, the epitome of unwanted female behavior, 
and warned his wife against such behavior.62 Seneca and Plutarch’s writ-
ings demonstrate how excessive grief was seen as an unwanted trait that 
women especially fell into.

Even more than the women of Roman aristocracy, the men were not 
expected to show excessive grief, a trait clearly present in the writings of 
Marcus Aurelius and Seneca. In one of his letters, Seneca explains what he 
had written in another letter to his friend Marullus at the occasion of his 
little son’s death. In Seneca’s opinion, Marullus did not need a gentle 
consolation letter for his grief; he needed to be criticized instead because 
his grief was excessive and he acted like a woman.63 It is clear, however, 
from the example given by Seneca as well as from the writings of Fronto 
and Cicero that reveal strong feelings of sorrow and grief, that aristocratic 
men did sometimes express grief that was well beyond the expected rules 
of male behavior. The men had at least revealed their despair to their clos-
est peers, if not more generally in public. After hearing of Tullia’s death, 
Servius Sulpicius Rufus wrote to Cicero worried about the intensity of 
Cicero’s grief and advising him to keep it in control.64 We can find expres-
sions of fathers’ excessive grief also in epitaphs, for instance in an epitaph 
set up by Tiberius Claudius Soterichus to his two-year-old son, where the 
father describes himself as a “most unhappy father, eternally afflicted by 

61 Seneca, Ad Marciam 2–4, 16; Hope, “Livia’s Tears”, 97–99. See further Hope, 
“Octavia: A Roman Mother”, 283–285 for Seneca’s use of Livia and Octavia as examples of 
good/bad maternal grief. The precise date of the consolation is uncertain, but it was cer-
tainly written after Livia’s death in 29 CE. For Seneca, it seems, praising Livia’s actions was 
a way of gaining the favor of the emperor, who at the time was either her son Tiberius or 
great grandson, Claudius.

62 Plutarch, Ad uxorem 6.1.
63 Seneca, Letters 99.1–2.
64 Cicero, Letters to Friends 4.5.
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pain.”65 It is clear that, despite being socially sanctioned, expressions of 
paternal grief that might have been labeled as undue were present in 
Roman society.

Parents who had lost their child were advised to take the expected, 
normal funerary rites and maintain a grieving period, but nothing more. 
Sorrow for the death of a child and joy for their birth should be equally 
restrained. Seneca advised his friend Marullus not to think too much 
about the dead child’s unrealized future since he lived for such a short 
period: “A son, a little child of unknown promise, is dead; a fragment of 
time has been lost.”66 The plea to think too much of the lost child’s future 
that is repeated by Seneca and Plutarch is contrasted by the representa-
tions of children as their older versions in funerary monuments. These 
monuments imagine the best possible future for the child, reflecting 
parental hopes from the time the child was alive. In the context of funerary 
monuments, the scenery still carries hope in it. Modern theoretical models 
of parental grief emphasize the importance of continuing bonds with the 
late child instead of severing the bonds by trying to forget the child. 
Continued remembering through conversations and remembrance rituals 
has been shown to aid parents in their process.67 Similarly, the ancient 
practices of commemorating the dead child in writings and funerary mon-
uments can be seen as hopeful strategies that were aimed to keep the 
child’s memory alive in the minds of the parents.

Conclusions

I have discussed consolatory literature and funerary commemorations 
concerning a child’s death and the attitudes of Roman parents, especially 
among the groups of aristocracy and freed slaves, toward it. It can be said 
that the death of a child caused grief and deep feelings of loss for the par-
ents, and that these emotions were accepted. However, too much grief—
despair—was unacceptable. Instead, as Seneca wrote, one should focus 
their attention to the living after a proper period of grieving. As for any 
society, for Romans, death and commemoration carried multiple rules of 
behavior as well as habits. The emotions of hope and despair were present 

65 CIL VI 15268: “infelicissimus pater aeterno / dolore adflictus”; Hope, Roman 
Death, 139.

66 Seneca, Letters 99.2: “Decessit filius incertae spei, parvulus; pusillum temporis periit.”
67 Davies, “New Understandings of Parental Grief”, 509–510.
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at the death of a Roman child. The line between hope and despair was 
especially important for aristocrat Romans, as it was important to keep 
oneself on the right side of this line. Freedmen similarly wished to repre-
sent themselves and their families on the side of future and hope. In funer-
ary monuments, the dead child was seen through parental hopes and the 
imagined future of what the child might have become had they lived to 
adulthood. The child was also viewed from the point of view of afterlife, 
as an idealized god-like figure who had successfully passed on to the sphere 
of the dead.

Roman parents express a complex structure of emotional strategies in 
their attempts to face the death of their children. Certain established reac-
tions, expressed in Stoically influenced writings especially, and visual imag-
ery of funerary monuments were designed to aid the parents in facing 
their loss. Restriction of emotion and behavior and keeping the focus on 
the living, as well as depictions of deceased children as their older or heav-
enly version, represent strategies of hope that allowed the grieving parents 
to sustain a hopeful attitude toward the future. Intertwined in these strate-
gies, however, were feelings of lost hopes. Funerary monuments, espe-
cially, both kept the memory of the child alive and reminded of the lost 
future of the child. Although attitudes in Roman society were against con-
tinued grieving, continued remembering was more accepted. All in all, the 
attitudes of people living in ancient societies toward the death of their 
children might not be so far away from modern people’s mindset as it first 
may look. However, the high level of child mortality forced ancient par-
ents to face the death of a child much more often, and this fact distinc-
tively shaped their attitudes. In the modern world, the death of a child is 
seen as the ultimate tragedy. It was a tragedy that could drive a parent into 
despair in ancient Rome as well, and the emotional responses by the par-
ents did not always reflect the society’s expected, gendered behavior. As I 
have demonstrated here, however, there were strategies embedded in 
Roman parents’ reactions toward their child’s untimely death that helped 
them sustain a hopeful attitude toward life.
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CHAPTER 6

Looking Back for Hope:  
Patterns of Salvation and Positive 

Performances in the Third-Century 
Synagogue at Dura Europos

Barbara Crostini

Introduction

The sign on the Golden Gate Bridge (and on many others) spells out the 
following injunction (Fig. 6.1):

CRISIS COUNSELING: THERE IS HOPE / MAKE THE CALL
The consequences of jumping from this bridge are fatal and tragic.

The wording of the sentence is designed, in the intention of its makers, 
to deter the extreme action of the desperate person as s/he is walking the 
plank to their final demise. One could say that the very existence of the 
sign is a sign of hope—a token that not everything is yet lost, that a call 
can still be made, that so long as there is life there is hope. The large letters 
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Fig. 6.1  Suicide Prevention Sign on Golden Gate Bridge, San Francisco, 
California. Photo: Guillaume Paumier, Wikimedia Commons

effectively articulate a command, “Do not jump from this bridge!” 
However, the injunction is coated with a veneer of objective respectability 
through its label as “Crisis Counseling”. This label identifies the voice that 
is speaking behind the words, presenting its persona as someone on whom 
one could rely in an official, trustworthy manner. A further deterrent is 
articulated as the outcome of failure to hope: “The consequences of jump-
ing from this bridge are fatal and tragic.” This further statement expresses 
a value judgement in terms that sound objective. Coming from a disem-
bodied authority, these words can be perceived as the world’s negative 
judgement on the victim of hopelessness. This onerous burden may not be 
enough to turn the victim from their intent, though, given that a history 
of disasters must loom behind any such extreme resolutions.

Suicide is a significant cause of death around the world, with baffling 
trends and statistics showing a multiplicity of factors that complicate coor-
dinated governmental strategies for suicide prevention. In 2019, about 
750,000 people died by suicide across the world, twice as many men as 
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women.1 In Sweden, trends in suicide have been slowing down, though 
not as consistently among the younger population. Interestingly, the 
Covid pandemic has not registered any reversal to this diminishing trend. 
How could a well-placed, aptly worded peremptory sign divert an indi-
vidual’s trajectory towards death? How could it reinvigorate hope in a 
dejected human being? By invoking hope as a reason to turn back, the 
bridge sign highlights expectations of how mechanisms of hope can act as 
deterrents. In so doing, the sign helps define hope as the cognitive act that 
leads to the action of not-jumping from the bridge, or, put positively, of 
turning away from the place of destruction. The consequences of not 
yielding to hope, of not recognizing its existence and vital function, are 
sure death. The epithet “tragic” draws out a parallel with drama, placing 
an objective value-judgement on the intentions of the suicide. To para-
phrase the sign, one could say: “Look, there is still hope; your hope is in 
that call, not in jumping from this bridge; reason about the consequences 
of this irreversible action of yours and desist from your plans to carry 
it out!”

For the purposes of this chapter, this bridge sign can be used as a start-
ing point for comparison with the two figural panels from the third-
century CE Jewish house of assembly at Dura Europos on the Euphrates. 
First, one may consider the means by which the sign conveys its message: 
large-type English words on a blue and white placard affixed to the pilaster 
of the bridge as opposed to wall paintings. At a basic level, the sign presup-
poses a literate, English-speaking viewer who, despite their altered state of 
mind, is alert enough to read these words. The short message and the bold 
colours of the typeface are designed to be attention-catching, clear, strik-
ing. But the assumptions about the audience are limited and risk being 
mistaken. A person approaching a bridge to commit suicide is not out for 
a walk like a birdwatcher, and may be unlikely to stop and read. Moreover, 
in a multicultural society, English may not even be the preferred language; 
more likely, it is a language that could embody part of the oppression felt 
by this person and be thus perceived as inimical, whatever the contents of 
the words. By contrast, the two ancient panels from Dura convey a mes-
sage of hope without verbal articulation: in them, language is transposed 
to images with the potential of reaching out to a wider, multilingual audi-
ence. This comparison highlights how cognitive engagement is envisaged 
differently with the same aim: that of generating a hopeful mind-set. 

1 Ilic and Ilic, “World Suicide Rations”.
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Secondly, one may consider how both the sign and the stories represented 
in the Dura frescoes couple hope with extreme situations where death is 
near at hand; but, I will argue, while the sign is performing an emergency 
call turned only to the future, unsteadily perched on its abyss, the images 
of God’s miraculous intervention in human history are turned resolutely 
to the past. In narrating stories where unexpected positive outcomes have 
been possible, the aim of the synagogue paintings is to set reasonable prec-
edents for hopeful expectations. Moreover, the complex narratives weave 
a web of relationships from which the individual person, however misera-
ble through despair, will struggle from breaking free. A memorial habit 
fosters hope.

In this chapter, then, I want to show how these paintings interact with 
their interlocutors to deliver their message of hope. In articulating such 
mechanisms, I aim to deepen understanding of how hope can be con-
ceived as a summation of past experience, rather than as blind belief in a 
better future. In doing so, I draw out some strands of the characterization 
of hope within the context of late ancient Greco-Roman culture in 
Mesopotamia, thus contributing to the debates about how hope func-
tioned in ancient societies. While socio-economic reasons may be causes of 
practical desperation through poverty, it is often the failure of a network 
of meaning, coupled with the absence of a communal safety-net, that 
drives despairing people to bridges suspended over the abyss.2

By analysing two panels of the synagogue at Dura Europos, that of the 
resurrection of the son of the widow of Sarepta by Elijah (Fig. 6.2),3 and 
that of Ezekiel in the valley of the dry bones (Fig. 6.3),4 I will not discuss 
whether or not these images attest to Jewish belief in resurrection in a 
theological sense, but rather use them to unpack aspects of hope in the 
ancient world, at the intersection between Greco-Roman values and emer-
gent Christian ones. I want to explore how these stories impact the debate 
on hope and how they transmit its positive message to the group of Durene 
inhabitants who went to see them. I will argue that the involvement of 

2 Emotional support and communal living are important factors investigated by researchers 
on suicide cases: see Motillon-Toudic et al., “Social Isolation and Suicide Risk”, who con-
clude that “a large majority of the articles … endorse the idea of a causal relationship between 
social isolation and suicide, and conversely, a protective effect of social support against sui-
cide.” The study by Shaw et al., “Living Alone”, has shown that this statement results empir-
ically truer for men rather than women.

3 Kraeling, Synagogue, 143–146; Weitzmann and Kessler, Frescoes, 108–110.
4 Kraeling, Synagogue, 178–202; Weitzmann and Kessler, Frescoes, 132–139.
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Fig. 6.2  The Resurrection of the Son of the Widow of Sarepta by Elijah, West 
Wall Mural Painting, Dura Europos Synagogue, Dura Europos, Syria (now in 
Damascus Museum), ca. 240. Photo: Wikimedia Commons

these people in the synagogue’s message of salvation was not limited to 
passive reception but enabled their active participation. The rituals of cel-
ebration embodied the positive spirit of life fostering a hopeful attitude. 
This lightheartedness induced and expressed in singing and celebration is 
at times even contentiously perceived as oblivious.

The Paintings in the Dura Europos Synagogue

The paintings of the synagogue at Dura Europos, a frontier town on the 
river Euphrates, were executed in two phases around the decades spanning 
from the beginning to the middle of the third century CE.5 Dura was then 
under Roman rule and its population comprised a resident contingent of 
Roman army soldiers.6 Dura’s elite boasted descent from Hellenistic times, 

5 Kraeling, Synagogue, 34–36, 39–40, speaks of a second-century earlier building from 
which only fragments of colour are extant and of a later building whose decoration is what 
we nowadays study, which was executed in two stages. We can deduce the successive phases 
from layered paintings, especially in the central area of the West Wall above the Torah niche.

6 Pollard, Soldiers, 44–50; James, Roman Military Base.
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Fig. 6.3  Ezekiel in the Valley of the Dry Bones, North Wall Mural Painting, 
Dura Europos Synagogue, Dura Europos, Syria (now in Damascus Museum), ca. 
240. Photo: Wikimedia Commons

which made Greek the prevalent language, honouring the city’s founder 
Alexander the Great’s general, Seleukos I Nikator.7 The culture of the area 
was therefore markedly Hellenized, while local languages included 
Aramaic, Syriac, Parthian and Middle Persian, attesting to a blended pop-
ulation that reflected the Mesopotamian milieu as well as its Greco-Roman 
context.8 This variety of languages and cultures is found even within the 
synagogue space, attested in graffiti.

In the interpretation of these paintings, some scholars have emphasized 
the exclusive character of a Jewish house of assembly relying on a well-
established framework where Jews are known to keep apart from other 
people in order to adhere to the principles of their religion.9 However, an 
increasing number of scholars have drawn rather different conclusions 
based on a comparison of the synagogue’s architecture and decoration to 
adjacent cultic buildings that undermines such a separate understanding of 
the Jewish space.10 Similarities in style have been interpreted as deriving 
from the same workshop of artists and decorators called to work for differ-
ent religious communities.11 However, other more content-based expla-
nations can also be contemplated that identify in the subject-matter of the 

7 Baird, Dura-Europos; Kaizer, “Religion and Language”.
8 Millar, The Greek World; Sommer, “Acculturation”.
9 Rajak, “The Dura Europos Synagogue” and “The Synagogue Paintings”; Elsner, 

“Cultural Resistance”; Dirven, “Religious Competition”.
10 McClendon, “Articulation of Sacred Space”.
11 Jensen, “The Dura Europos Synagogue”, 186–187.
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paintings a deliberate construction of a positive, celebratory mood which 
offers hope and salvation to Dura’s inhabitants and visitors. Eric Moormann 
suggests that this concerted effort resided in participation in a Roman 
koine style which gave a character of uniform internationality (or interna-
tional uniformity) to the town’s monuments, including the pictorial pro-
gramme of the synagogue.12 Caracalla’s edict of extended citizenship in 
213, the Constitutio Antoniniana, likely set in motion this first phase of 
celebratory euphoria among free provincial men and women who came to 
possess new rights under Roman law.13

A second phase in the synagogue’s paintings is usually dated to the 
240s. I would like to suggest that this phase should be linked with the 
preparations for the Millennium of Rome falling in 248 CE, since at that 
time Philip the Arab (r. 244–249), the emperor under whose rule the 
Millennium celebrations were staged, was stationed with his troops on the 
Eastern border.14 Both Julia Domna (r. 193–211), who was Caracalla’s 
mother, and Otacilia Severa (c.244–249), the wife of Philip the Arab, were 
Syrians.15 For this reason, the province of Syria-Coele enjoyed a special 
centrality in Roman imperial consciousness under the Severi and immedi-
ate epigones for the entire first half of the third century. Both phases of 
reconstruction and redecoration of the town of Dura were done under 
imperial auspices, even if the sponsorship of the single projects was attrib-
uted to local benefactors and the workmanship came from people sta-
tioned at Dura. The specific climate of hope that the Millennium of Rome 
was supposed to infuse into the population, counteracting the ravages of 
the Antonine Plague, the devastation of an earthquake recorded in a 
Durene inscription for 160 CE, and the presumably continuous hardships 
of war along the frontier with Persia, was captured in the repaintings of 
the cult spaces, from the Mithraeum to the Temple of Bel, from the so-
called Christian building to the synagogue. The unified impression given 
by the painting programme is therefore a reflection of a common source 
of inspiration in a coordinated imperial policy.

Another question that needs to be clarified before approaching these 
paintings is their relation to biblical narratives. Scholars have long 

12 Moormann, “The Murals”.
13 Dal Covolo, “L’imperatore Caracalla e i cristiani”; Grant, The Severans, 30–31; Imrie, 

The Antonine Constitution.
14 York, “The Image of Philip”; Trout, “Victoria Redux”; Ando, Imperial Rome, 119, 134.
15 Levick, Julia Domna; on Otacilia’s interaction with Origen, see DePalma Digeser, 

“Origen on the Limes”, 198, 202, 204–205.
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recognized that there is no simple correspondence between the images on 
the panels and biblical stories.16 Not only are details between text and 
images out of kilt, but not even the sequence of episodes represented 
matches that of the biblical text. The piecemeal interpretation of these 
images through Talmudic texts is only partly satisfactory because it raises 
important problems of chronology. On the other hand, the disposition of 
scenes cannot be considered entirely random. I propose to interpret the 
panel paintings as a manifesto for oral torah, meaning by this that they 
provide direct proof of an oral-performative tradition that animated the 
life of Dura’s house of assembly. For this reason, the main sources of inter-
pretation are the images themselves rather than extant texts that reflect 
versions of the narratives. Reference to known biblical narratives, though 
difficult to avoid because it offers promising interpretative leads, should 
nevertheless be used with caution. Keeping in mind their performative 
background means understanding these paintings as primarily communi-
cative: rather than seeing them in dialogue with text, we can envisage 
them in dialogue with their surroundings, interacting with an audience of 
onlookers. Like the sign on the bridge, these paintings need to be seen in 
order to express their function to the full; they demand interaction. 
Moreover, this interaction is not only visual, speaking through the impact 
of colours and the process of recognition of episodes and characters, but 
also auditory, since the figures on the panels are depicted gesturing towards 
speech-acts with which the onlookers would have been familiar through 
performances. With this interpretative framework in mind, let us turn to 
the two panels to see how they both depicted and aimed to instil hope into 
their onlookers.

Hope in Life: The Sareptian’s Experience of Salvation

The drama of the widow of Sarepta unfolds before our eyes in the compact 
painted panel recalling the episode of the resurrection of her child by the 
prophet Elijah (Fig. 6.2). Her black garments and bared breast signal the 
mode of lamentation that the lifeless body of the baby, held up and dis-
played in the direction of the prophet, demands and deserves. Disgrace 
has compounded upon disgrace: struck by famine, the widow had 

16 The shift is due to the sharp criticism of Wharton, Refiguring the Post Classical City, 
against the approach adopted by Weitzmann and Kessler, The Frescoes.
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welcomed Elijah as a saviour. But the temporary relief he had provided to 
the starving mother and child had not been sufficient to avert illness 
and death. 

The predicament of the widow, explained in her invective against the 
prophet, whom she holds responsible for her son’s demise, should be 
understood as that of a single mother, whose future well-being depended 
on the fortunes of her son, in the absence of the man of the house, who 
may or may not have been her legal husband but who was undoubtedly 
father to her son.17 It is this condition (rather than simply the death of her 
husband) which has placed the woman “widow” at the margins of society, 
where she struggles to survive because no-one wishes to recognize her. 
Biblical exhortations of charity to “the widow and orphan” should there-
fore be taken not simply as advocating social concern for the relief of the 
poor, but as attempts to remove the stigma of marginalization on outcast 
figures and argue for their reintegration in society. Even in the twenty-first 
century, the treatment of single mothers often confirms the strength of 
enduring prejudice and connives with a general acknowledgement of their 
low moral status. A religious mind-set can contribute to enforce such 
myopic judgement, or it can fight against it. While duly acknowledging 
such horrors, apologies of many heads of state, for example in Ireland and 
Canada,18 also jar with practical solutions that erase the rights of these 
women to complete their motherhood should they wish to, because there 
is no real provision for the single mother and her wanted offspring. For 
the widow of Sarepta, the death of her son is at the same time her own 
death, the closure of a horizon of hope for the future. Women were in fact 
expected to belong to their sons’ household in their old age when lacking 
another male presence.19

With his unexpected arrival as a God-sent prophet, Elijah had raised 
hopes of a possible future that the premature death of the child again 
crushed; and the anger of the woman against her would-be saviour 
explodes in an outright reproach. Dialogic poems extant in Syriac embroi-
der on the clash between the widow and the prophet amplifying the invec-
tive with relish: “Give me back my only child!”—the Sareptian 

17 Crostini, “Empowering Breasts”, 217–219; Maier, “Entrepreneurial Women”; Galpaz-
Feller, “Widow in the Bible”.

18 “Irish PM apologises over mother and baby homes,” BBC News, 13 January 2021; 
“Indian residential school apology,” National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation, University 
of Manitoba, 11 June 2008.

19 Galpaz-Feller, “Widow in the Bible”.
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exclaims—“for he was slain because of you. I will straightaway take hold 
of you and will cry out my affliction as I cast you into the hands of Ahab 
and Jezebel to meet an evil fate!”20 Even the version edited and preserved 
in the text of the Bible does not sweeten this moment or cover it up, as the 
widow exclaims with some vehemence: “What do you have against me, 
man of God? Did you come to remind me of my sin and kill my son?” (1 
Kgs 17:18). There is in these words a sense that the woman feels judged 
by the upright divine representative, and yet it was God who sent him to 
dwell with her, and it was Elijah who, even as a powerful semi-divine fig-
ure, learns from the widow’s experience of grief to act with greater com-
passion, to set aside his moral stiffness. Jewish midrash attributes to the 
death of this child the “conversion” of Elijah into someone capable of 
relenting from the punishment of drought that he had imposed on Israel 
for the most grievous of all sins, idolatry.21 On the left of the panel paint-
ing, at the inauspicious side, we see the woman’s dark robes and the dead 
baby’s naked, lifeless corpse in her arms: all is darkness.

But the woman turns towards the centre. In this forward motion, she 
thrusts the baby into the hands of Elijah and invites the viewer to move on 
to the next stage of her tragic story. At the centre of the panel, the baby is 
lifted up by the prophet towards the hand of God, represented like a large 
glove dangling from the ceiling. The reclining prophet, who had been 
given power to open and close the skies, nevertheless needs to turn to God 
in supplication for the life of this child. If the woman’s hope is Elijah, 
Elijah’s hope is God. Midrashic traditions, echoed by the pseudo-
Chrysostom, describe this moment in the secret of the upper room as an 
occasion for bargaining.22 God trades the life of the child against Elijah’s 
power over the sky. As the child is restored to the breath of life, Elijah 
regains a sense of being human which he had forfeited in conceit over his 
superpowers and his indignation against Jezebel. The widow’s real grief 
acts as a counterpoint to the proverbially lascivious queen, but salvation to 
one paradoxically entails a softening also towards the other leading to the 
cessation of drought and the end of famine. There is nothing about the 
violence of the murder of the priests and priestesses of Baal in the Dura 
paintings of the Elijah cycle.23

20 Brock, “Elijah and the Widow”, 1.
21 Kraeling, Synagogue, 147–149; Barone, “The Image”.
22 Barone, “The Image”.
23 Serra, “Entre art et exégèse”; Crostini, “Celebrating the Wonders of Elijah”.
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The scene does not end with the child being called back to life in the 
prophet’s bed-chamber. The panel, instead, works like a triptych in offer-
ing a conclusion in a third moment to the right, depicting the widow’s 
proclamation of the miracle of her son’s coming back to life as the sign of 
a “true prophet”. Her radiant garment, yellow like the sun, expresses joy, 
a joy all the more intense after the moments of despair where her whole 
life had crumbled before her. This symbiosis between mother and child, 
intensified in the special situation of a single mother, allows the articula-
tion of hope through the death of another, creating a situation where the 
revival of life, and the return of hope, can be dramatized through the 
double actors that function as one conscience and being.

What the story signifies is precisely that hope can be entertained 
because, as in the case of the widow, “true prophets” can be found who 
have power to open up new opportunities, new chances of salvation, pre-
cisely when all seems lost. The story’s hopeful tale couples hope with phys-
ical salvation following the Classical understanding of soteria as found in 
Greek drama. In Euripides’ Alcestis, for example, the woman’s salvation is 
literally a return from the Underworld. Comparison with this work of 
Greek drama is invited by the visual composition of the synagogue panel.24 
While the Greek play emphasizes the familial bonds between spouses as a 
theme, the Jewish drama centres on the more basic filial relation as the 
core human raw force of love. The Christian narrative about Jesus will fol-
low the latter trend.

The healing of the widow’s son also provides an answer to a gap left in 
Hippocratean medicine, where cases of sickness that cannot be healed are 
firmly placed beyond the pale of doctors’ involvement. As Chiara Thumiger 
effectively points out in commenting on a passage of De arte 3.6, “medi-
cine […] is to do away with the sufferings of the sick, to lessen the violence 
of their diseases, and to refuse to treat those who are overmastered by 
their diseases, realizing that those are all the powers of medicine”.25 The 
widow’s son’s sudden failure of health can be considered as being beyond 
a doctor’s brief, together with other chronic conditions (blindness, paraly-
sis, leprosy) whose healing is addressed in the Gospels. Potential cures are 

24 On the intersection of the play with Christian ideals and reception, see Friesen, Acting 
Gods, 85–102. See Fisher, “Euripides”, for other (negative) examples. Slater, “Up From 
Tragicomedy”, 95, reminds us of the use of this liminal play as a source for comedy.

25 Thumiger, “Fear, Hope”, 208–209; text in Jouanna, Hippocrate. Des vents; De l’art, 
226,12–227,1 = L.6.4.17–6.18.
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described in terms of “salvation” in Progn. 1, and the doctor’s diagnosis 
consists in discerning patients who might still avail themselves of his cures 
because potentially able to recover along a salvific path from those whose 
chances are forfeited in advance—for whom there is no (medical) hope.26

The history of medicine shows that openness to new forms of curability 
derives precisely from the attention bestowed by science on those for 
whom no cure was thought to exist. A recent report in the New York Times 
analysed the reactions to a new drug, Trikafta, that cures cystic fibrosis in 
patients whose life expectancy did not go beyond 20 years of age. It con-
cludes that the life choices of patients who only prepared for a life-span 
that reckoned to be cut short by the disease leave them suffering existen-
tially from the longer lease of life enabled by the new drug. People who 
“internali[zed] the prognosis they had at birth … never invested in adult-
hood … because they and their parents believed that their health would 
make such a decision unnecessary”.27 Their life is less satisfactory now that 
their survival has proved that the hopeless diagnosis was wrong, causing a 
number of other practical difficulties including the lack of financial plan-
ning. Hoping would have served them better than the rationality with 
which they measured reality. Similarly, a mother of seven was recently 
cured of stomach cancer by immunotherapy: to her credit, despite difficult 
moments, she was sustained by her strong faith and never gave up hope. 
Studies have identified the benefits of continued hopefulness in the subtle 
balance between a sustaining effect and the risk of even greater disappoint-
ment.28 While the psychotherapeutic benefits of hoping are widely 
acknowledged in the process of healing,29 the history of medicine demon-
strates that cures for incurable illnesses do happen. Therefore, dubbing 
this mechanism as a “placebo effect” risks downplaying the intrinsic value 
of hope: since “placebo” contains deceit, hope is perceived as a necessary 
untruth, akin to magic and superstition.30 Yet I have tried to argue that the 
attitude of hoping is never totally unfounded, but rather both a logically 

26 Thumiger, “Fear, Hope”, 209; text in Jouanna, Hippocrate. Pronostic, 9–10 = 
L.2.112.10–11.

27 New York Times, 6 February 2023: Daniela J. Lamas, “What it’s Like to Learn You’re 
Going to Live Longer Than You Expected”.

28 Eaves M. et al., “Ways of Hoping”.
29 Snyder et al., “Hope as a Psychotherapeutic Foundation”; Snyder and Taylor, “Hope as 

a Common Factor”.
30 Sarischouli, “Hope for Cure and the Placebo Effect”, notes a combination of medicine 

and magic (as in the adjective “iatromagical”) in Greco-Roman Egypt. Even with modern 
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necessary and a reasonable presupposition for any future non-
nihilistic events.

The Sareptian widow’s virtus, her strength and her path to human inte-
gration, is a case of hoping against the evidence. She rebels even against 
death, to still demand fulfilment of Elijah’s promise of salvation for her 
household despite the bleak turn of events. Her story provides a precedent 
for hope against hope, so that the hope she places in Elijah allows us to 
decline pistis in its forensic acceptation as proofs or evidence. The opera-
tion of hope is not located in a future promise, but held up to scrutiny 
through a past event. As Thumiger points out,31 if hope for the future is 
contrasted with fear, then, according to Aristotle’s definition of the oppo-
site of fear as tharros, hope becomes related to confidence or courage. 
Quite besides the Christian emphasis on faith as blind belief, we here dis-
cover that the connection already existed in understanding the strength of 
hope as faith, where pistis is an act of willing confidence such as the one 
performed by the widow towards Elijah.

It is also remarkable that Elijah’s prophetic powers are not articulated 
in oracular form. Unlike the Hippocratic medicine man whose “hope” was 
reduced to prognosis, Elijah’s prophecy is a prayer to God that became 
concrete in the action of restoring new life to the child (and, consequently, 
to his mother also). For all his unpleasantness, Elijah does not play with 
Sibylline utterances, he does not promise any future outcome. He is a 
“true prophet” because he simply accomplishes salvation. His recumbent 
pose on a sumptuous bed recalls death scenes, such as those commonly 
found on funerary urns, visually creating a paradox where the life-giver 
appears simultaneously vulnerable to death. This tragicomic inversion 
echoes images on sarcophagi inspired by the Euripidean drama Alcestis, 
such as those found on the Vatican Euhodus sarcophagus.32 Alcestis’ fare-
well speech to her death-bed could specifically be recalled by the sumptu-
ous gilt couch chosen for the prophet, her disconsolate lament interfering 
and contrasting with the prophet’s prayer in the viewer’s eye. Both stories 
present the limits between life and death as matters for negotiation, envis-
aging familial bonds that weave threads even across death’s separation and 

medicine, not everything is necessarily scientifically understood, and results proceed by trial 
and error.

31 Thumiger, “Fear, Hope”, n. 1.
32 Wood, “Alcestis”.
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may even at times, beyond all reasonable hopes, succeed in overstepping 
that inexorable, irreversible barrier.

The Inscriptions Around the Widow’s Panel

An enthusiastic reception to the message that this painting conveyed is 
expressed by people who frequented the synagogue soon after the murals 
were completed. The most significant graffiti on the widow’s panel are all 
in Iranian languages.33 They convey the essence of the story, confirming 
that its narrative was fully understood, and they also convey the emotions 
that the positive outcome of this miracle projected.

On Elijah’s foot, four lines were traced in black paint, of which the fol-
lowing fragment remains: “…when Hormezd the scribe came/and he 
looked at this [picture]: Living/ the child (?) (who had been) dead”. 
Above Elijah’s right thigh, an aesthetically accomplished graffito exclaims: 
“Praise to the gods, praise; since life,/life eternally has been given!” The 
Hormedz lines were written in Middle Persian, while the lyrical exclama-
tion was penned in Parthian language. Facing this panel on the South 
Wall, a matching graffito echoes the Parthian message in its reference to 
the miracle of resurrection of the widow’s son. Three lines are written in 
black ink over the himation of the smaller figure standing to the right of 
Elijah’s sacrificial altar (panel SC4), in Middle Persian: “The month 
[Ardwahist?], day Hormezd,/ When Ardaw the scribe came/ And he 
looked at this picture (nigār nigerīd)/ And he looked at the child(?): 
“Living the dead became”.” This text is understood as indicating a date in 
the year 253 CE in the autumn, after 20 October.”

The contents of these graffiti must be approached with caution given 
the many uncertainties about readings and the volatile nature of the evi-
dence. Nevertheless, as Steven Fine appreciates, the enthusiasm for the 
transition from death to life is amply recorded.34

It is significant that the memory of this event is connected with specific 
dates and celebrations, in which the glory for the miraculous deed is 
bestowed entirely “on the gods”. The transcultural operation of this per-
formed narrative memorialized in visual form is witnessed in these painted 

33 As Noy and Bloedhorn, Inscriptiones, 178, observe, “the Iranian inscriptions represent 
one of the most enigmatic aspects of the synagogue”. See also Crostini, “Celebrating the 
Wonders of Elijah”.

34 Fine, “Jewish Identity”, 311–312.
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graffiti. The universal quality of this message of hope successfully traversed 
potential linguistic barriers and was made fully operative in the transparent 
and transporting painting of the widow’s son’s salvation. While hope 
entails an emotional response, this indispensable reaction should not be 
confused with its primary being. Since hope is not merely an emotion, its 
cultivation is envisaged within a rich setting of exchanges between people 
who care for each other and people who vocally participate in the praise of 
the gods at the festivals. These salient moments in the cyclical life of the 
community anchor history in a recurring memorialization which contrib-
utes to generate a sense of safety, further strengthening hope that derives 
from a reliable promise of salvation.

Dancing Salvation in Ezekiel’s  
“Valley of the Dry Bones”

While the widow’s panel staged a domestic scene, the choral and much 
larger image of the so-called Ezekiel panel, purportedly depicting the val-
ley of the dry bones mentioned at Ez 37, takes us out into the open coun-
try and presupposes a communal setting with political repercussions 
(Fig. 6.3). As with the other panels, the complex articulation of this huge 
panel and its enigmatic details cannot be straightforwardly elucidated as an 
illustration of the biblical text. This “matching method” approach with 
respect to a textual witness has given better results with texts outside the 
canon. While Ez. 37 stamps out the orality of the scene, reducing the dia-
logue between God and Ezekiel to an injunction and making no mention 
of praise or thanksgiving songs, other non-canonical sources preserve the 
memory of a feast around this event, and moreover clearly specify that it 
took place in the valley of Dura.35 A recent article has drawn attention to 
a contemporary text from Qumran, a fragment of the pseudo-Ezekiel 

35 Reisenfeld, Resurrection in Ezekiel, 30, nn. 1–3: Targ. Ps.-Jon. Ex. 13:17 (“These are 
the dry bones which the Word of the Lord restored to life by the ministry (hand) of 
Yechezekel the prophet, in the vale of Dura”); Targ. Cant. 7:10 (“Daniel and his companions 
said: we will walk in paths that are proper in His sight, … like Ezekiel, the son of Buzi the 
priest, by the prophecy of whose mouth the sleeping dead were awakened in the valley of 
Dura”); Sanh. 92b.10 (“Rabbi Yohanan says: These are the dead from the Dura Valley” [see 
Dan. 3]); Pirqe R. Eliezer xxxiii (“Rabbi Phineas said: After twenty years, when all of them 
had been slain in Babylon, the Holy Spirit rested upon Ezekiel, and brought him forth into 
the plain of Dura, and called unto him very dry bones, and said to him…”).
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offering a dialogic rewriting of Ez. 37.36 This text also mentions the active 
celebration of the miracle with songs of praise, which Marc Philonenko 
astutely connects to the scene in the Dura fresco showing ten young men 
standing, like a choir performing a hymn.37 In presenting this image as 
another case study in hope, I am interested in how it complements the 
widow’s story by opening the discourse onto a larger scale of catastrophic 
events. It suggests the accomplishment of salvation through another posi-
tive celebration of restored unity, using body parts as an image of 
brokenness.

The striking and most obvious fact is that the panel does not depict 
bones,38 let alone dried bones. Rather, the horror of dismembered bodies 
torn apart limb by limb is added to that of death itself, with heads, arms, 
and feet scattered around the landscape in disorderly fashion. Contrasting 
the peaceful slumbering poses of the naked recumbent male bodies to the 
right, here violence predominates. This kind of carnage recalls the after-
math of a battle, where wounded and maimed corpses lie about on the 
ground in disorder and confusion. The position of Dura between empires 
makes this connection to a battle scene plausible. A reference to biblical 
war against the Philistines that connects that battle to the vision of the dry 
bones is made in Targum Pseudo-Jonathan on Exodus 13:17:

For the Lord said, Lest the people be afraid in seeing their brethren who 
were killed in war, two hundred thousand men of strength of the tribe of 
Ephraim, who took shields and lances and weapons of war, and went down 
to Gath to carry off the flocks of the Phelishtaee, and because they trans-
gressed against the statute of the Word of the Lord, and went forth from 
Mizraim three years before the appointed end of their servitude, they were 
delivered into the hand of the Phelishtaee, who slew them. These are the dry 
bones which the Word of the Lord restored to life by the ministry (hand) of 
Yechezekel the prophet, in the vale of Dura.

The Lord’s miracle is invoked in the face of war trauma, a situation which 
was never too far off in the ancient, as sadly also in the modern, world. 

36 Philonenko, “De Qoumrân à Doura-Europos”; Olley, “Trajectories of Ezekiel”, 56, 
with further literature.

37 Philonenko, “De Qoumrân à Doura-Europos”, 10.
38 Soon, “Raised in Pieces”, 247, still sees a progression “from bones to flesh” by identify-

ing some rib-bones in the centre of the picture. Compared to later images of Ezekiel’s valley, 
however, where piles or chests of bones are visible, Soon’s observation remains tenuous.
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The miracle of wholeness, the honouring of the entire human body, dead 
or alive, was therefore part of the vision’s power of appeal.

The torn bodies also resemble the result of the cruel spectacles of the 
amphitheatre, where wild beasts, such as the ones represented in the 
painted dado below this scene, were introduced to devour their human 
victims both as punishment and as entertainment.39 It is difficult to know 
whether these animals could be seen live at Dura, or whether they simply 
belonged to a conventional iconographical baggage used as adornment in 
theatres and palaces. What we do know for a fact is that the Romans even-
tually built an amphitheatre at Dura, constructed by the legionaries of the 
IIII Scythica and III Cyrenaica as an inscription dated 216 CE attests.40 
The proportions of this amphitheatre were limited with respect to the 
huge spectators’ capacity of other cities, but there is some evidence of 
gladiatorial shows from the graffiti. The “fatal charades” where victims 
were dressed up as gods and goddesses might have also taken place here.41 
However, the iconography of the panel does not lend itself readily to this 
interpretation, even when considering the adjacent scene usually identified 
as the martyrdom of Ezekiel, which takes place by the sword in front of 
an altar.42

The description of the cracked mountain and tumbled buildings at the 
very centre of the panel composition is often interpreted as showing the 
earthquake mentioned at Ez 37:7: “And as I prophesied there was a thun-
dering, and behold an earthquake!”43 But besides the biblical reference, 
no one has to my knowledge connected the painted scene with the inscrip-
tion that records an earthquake at Dura in 160 CE, when Dura was still 
under Parthian rule.44 The stone slab is inscribed with 9 lines of Greek in 
a square epigraphic style, informing about the precise moment when this 
catastrophe struck: “The ninth day of the month of Dios about the fourth 
hour of the day, when the earthquake occurred throughout the region the 
city set up this altar to the greatest Zeus.”45 The stele was erected in the 

39 Kraeling, Synagogue, 65–66, on dado; Kyle, Spectacles of Death, 76–79, has precise data 
concerning victims both human and animal.

40 Pollard, Soldiers, 52.
41 Coleman, “Fatal Charades”.
42 Kraeling, Synagogue, 180–181, pl. 72; Philonenko, “De Qoumrân à Doura-Europos”, 5.
43 This verse is repeated in Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer xxxiii.
44 Baur and Rostovtzeff, Preliminary Report of the Second Season, 86–90.
45 “ἔτους βου᾽ / μηνὸς Δίου / περὶ δ᾽ὥραν ἡμε/ρινὴν σεισμοῦ / κατὰ τἠν χώραν / γενομένου 

ἡ / πόλις τὸν βω/μὸν ἀνήγειρεν / μεγίστῳ Διί” (Baur and Rostovtzeff, ibid.).
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so-called temple of the Palmyrene Gods. Even though external corrobora-
tion about this event is lacking, the inscription left a sure trace of its reper-
cussions in the religious consciousness of the Durenes. The tumbling 
masonry, if not the corpses, would certainly have still echoed in  local 
memory within the time-span of a few decades.46

While these alternatives—war, cruel spectacles, natural cataclysms—are 
all likely allusions, the violent scene is conspicuously lacking in blood, so 
that once more the body parts appear like stage props creating the impres-
sion of large-scale death and destruction. The staged anxiety suggested by 
the scattered limbs is one of physical destruction and post-mortem destitu-
tion, before which a normal reaction would include despair and lament. On 
the contrary, the scene exudes an air of harmony and optimism, being pop-
ulated by brightly dressed, dancing figures: to the left, the three men in 
Persian dress appear to dance with their arms gently curved and extended 
heavenwards (Fig. 6.3). Several glove-like hands answer back from above. 
These elegant figures point at once to the limbs on the ground and to the 
hands in heaven, establishing a connection between the destructive vio-
lence on earth and the intervention of the divine powers above. Visually, 
the three dancers recall the three children in the fiery furnace, a subject 
common in early Christian art to signify miraculous salvation.47 The body 
parts to the right of the dancers look like they are being swallowed by a 
dark chasm, re-emerging on the other side as whole bodies. Another stand-
ing presenter connects these naked bodies to the other half of the panel, 
where, by the intervention of female winged creatures, they are restored to 
life. While some of these winged women are suspended above, like two-
dimensional paper cut-out figures, the one standing at ground level is a 
pretty girl whose transparent dress reveals her shoulders and leg. Her arms 
gesticulate to mime the magic she is instilling in the corpses, touching the 
heads of the first two naked male bodies.48 Her wings are attached to her 
costume. It is remarkable how the identification of these winged figures as 
Psyches, metaphorical creatures standing for the souls of the resurrected 
people and ready to rejoin with the lifeless bodies in the process of revivifi-
cation, has completely obliterated their nature as women. The three 

46 On lasting effects of earthquakes, see Zeilinga de Boer and Sanders, Earthquakes in 
Human History.

47 Targ. Cant. 7:10 (Aramaic) associates Ezekiel’s vision to Daniel and his companions.
48 Soon, “A Visual Depiction”, brings attention to the integral nakedness and male gender 

of the figures by writing about one figure showing a circumcized penis.
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suspended shapes recall doll-like winged Nikai, the contours of their cos-
tumes flared at the waist and legs being very similar to those of the figure 
in a panel painting found in a small niche of the north tower near the 
Palmyrene gate.49 But the femininity of the girl in the foreground and the 
seductiveness of her revealing dress make her bodily presence so real that it 
is impossible to confine her to the imaginary realm, or one can do so at the 
cost of totally overlooking what the painting actually shows: a pretty dancer, 
probably no more than a girl, taking care of naked, but whole, male corpses.

Further to the right, a group of men stands in rows, like a chorus, with 
left hands raised, while a larger figure points to them. Between them are 
some more bodily limbs (mainly feet, and one head) and above is another 
large heavenly hand. All these figures are dressed in the Hellenistic manner 
with long chitons of different colours, with stripes and patches, in the 
same manner that is found elsewhere in the paintings. Regarding these 
figures in the Elijah cycle, I have suggested that they represent local per-
formers re-enacting the commemoration of a prophetic event,50 in this 
case the revivification of bodies after a traumatic catastrophe, however the 
latter should be identified. This commemorative reiteration broadcasts the 
meaning of the image, which is one of communal hope beyond destructive 
events, of whichever kind and magnitude.

Whatever the specific background, the message of the painting is one of 
hope in calamity, at a minimum a hope for wholeness of the body in death 
even in cases where death has resulted from violence which caused dis-
memberment. The maenadic horror of Theseus’ death in Euripides’ 
Bacchae comes to mind as a contrast. The core of this help is found in the 
multiple heavenly hands that signal ongoing protection by keeping an 
open channel of interaction between earth and heaven. Another essential 
mediator is the angelic creature who performs a special spell on the bodies, 
undoubtedly a fairy-like presence together with her other winged ethereal 
companions. These supernatural presences are agents of hopeful desire for 
a proper burial, fit for the final resurrection. According to Rachel 
Wischnitzer, the man wearing a chiton and pointing to them is “the savior, 
the bringer of life”, whom she conventionally identifies with Ezekiel.51

49 Rostovtzeff and Baur, “Victory on a painted panel”. The object is kept at the Yale 
University Art Gallery with accession no. 1929.288 (https://artgallery.yale.edu/collec-
tions/objects/3413, accessed 7 Dec. 2023).

50 Crostini, “Celebrating the Wonders of Elijah”: these are the two sacrifice panels, with 
the prophets of Baal and Elijah.

51 Wischnitzer, “The Conception of the Resurrection”, 49.
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Just as the widow’s panel ended in a proclamation through her joyful 
reappearance, so this larger scene of salvation and restoration is pervaded 
by a performative mise-en-scène of the hopeful acts of re-memberment of 
disjointed limbs and bodily care. The three dancing young men, the flut-
tering “psychai”, the group of smaller scale men standing like the chorus 
of a play conducted by their leader, all stress how the message of hope is 
communicated in performance and proclaimed through celebration. God 
has taken care not to frighten men too much even in the presence of the 
most dreadful calamities.

Conclusion

What is hope needed for? Can one just do without, because rationality is a 
better means of conducting our lives than dreams? Or is there a point in 
cultivating the virtue of hope as indispensable baggage for navigating 
through life’s many adventures and inevitable hardships?

While these questions can be asked at any time and place, in the second 
century Rome had left behind the favourable conditions of the Roman 
Climate Optimum (RCO) and, with worsening climate conditions, had 
faced one of the first large-scale pandemics known as the Antonine Plague 
(165–180 CE).52 According to scholars, this mortality event began on the 
Eastern frontier and spread through the empire via the transfer of soldiers 
and goods. The unexplained disease caused not only suffering and death, 
but also a great deal of uncertainty. Cults to Apollo as the god of the 
plague increased. The future looked bleak, and hope was at a premium. In 
this context, the Severi built their military-based dynasty by bestowing 
special attention to their native provinces of North Africa and Syria. 
Building or restoring theatres and amphitheatres, they sought in this way 
to restore confidence and optimism through entertainments and other 
popular activities such as animal shows. Promoting a revival of the Roman 
Empire, they succeeded—if only temporarily—in postponing its fateful 
demise for nearly another century.

In post-imperial Rome, Angelos Chaniotis has described hope as shift-
ing “from the community, which may have hopes, to the benefactor who is 
a hope or gives hope”.53 In support of this analysis, Chaniotis quotes two 

52 In Kyle Harper’s colourful language, “The Antonine Plague was a creature of chance, 
the final unpredictable outcome of countless millennia of evolutionary experimentation”. 
Harper, Fate of Rome, 24–34, 64–118, at 64.

53 Chaniotis, “Elpis”, 359; Webber and Kok, “Early Christian Hope”, 28.
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inscriptions, one by Caligula (37 CE) and the other by Geta (209 CE). The 
latter was son to Septimius Severus, but suffered damnatio memoriae after 
being murdered by his brother Caracalla.54 In more favourable circum-
stances, Geta’s decree, inscribed at Athens, optimistically stated that 
“…through joint declaration of the great king the most sacred and most 
perfect of all days has been announced, the day that all had hoped for in 
view of the everlasting concord of the holy kings.”55 The inscription 
“Concordia” or its Greek equivalent, ὁμόνοια, and its personification are 
often seen on the reverse of coins or on rings, trumpeting a longed-for 
ideal. But trust in a harmonious future must have been shaken by events 
such as this fratricide. Consequently, the centralization of the dynamics of 
hope into the hands of rulers and benefactors must have appeared unreli-
able, at least to some Romans. By contrast, emphasis on divine intervention 
as the only viable option for crisis resolution was broadcast in the panels of 
the synagogue. It is no wonder that Jews and Christians found it hard to 
comply with the requirements of an emperor cult, not so much because of 
needing to obey religious rules, but because they could all too well see 
through the empty promises of these worldly saviour figures. Faith required 
not only a metaphysical leap, but also a leap to a God who was not com-
prised of his own greatness. The punishing Dionysus of the Bacchae was 
being replaced by a compassionate being who took the part of failing and 
imperfect humans. Eventually, the impasse was resolved in the fourth cen-
tury by an alignment between emperor and divinity, so that Christ fulfilled 
the role of an emperor from whom hope is expected to come.56

In the paintings of the synagogue at Dura here examined, neither per-
sonal nor large-scale catastrophes ended with a cry of sorrow or distress, 
but rather gave rise to counter-actions that generated hope and positive 
outcomes. I have argued that staging and memorializing such stories 
through pictures acted as a deeply persuasive mechanism to induce an 
attitude of hopefulness in the viewers.57 Both participative performances 

54 Ando, Roman Empire, 48–51.
55 IG II2 1077 ll. 17–22: “…ἡ ἱερωτάτη καὶ τελεω[τάτη πασ]ῶν [ἡ]μερῶν καὶ ὑπὸ πάντων 

ἐλπισθεῖσα διὰ τὴν ἀθάνατον ὁμόνοιαν τῶν ὁσίων βασιλέων … ὑπὸ τῶν μεγάλω[ν βασιλέων 
κοινῶι κη]ρ[ύγμ]ατι πᾶσιν ἀν[θ]ρώποις δεδήλωται…”.

56 Although the idea of the substitution of Christ for the emperor has been contested, the 
iconography lends support to this theory, at least in some instances such as the mosaic at 
Santa Pudenziana, Rome. For a thorough reassessment of the debate, see Jefferson and 
Jensen, The Art of Empire.

57 See the distinction made in this volume by Esther Eidinow between hopes and the atti-
tude of hopefulness.
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and pictorial representations were designed for effective communication 
beyond linguistic barriers with a diverse audience in mind. The painted 
narratives were devised to appeal not only at the rational level of discourse, 
but also through emotional responses as instigators of action. By inviting 
to praise and celebration, the enacted stories aimed at conveying a sense of 
hope by recording past instances in which hope was fulfilled. Despite real 
calamities, hope was a sustaining force transmitted through these past sto-
ries and shared in the community by their ritual and regular remembrance.

One could imagine that the choir of young men in Greek dress of the 
Ezekiel panel intoned something as powerful as Paul’s hymn to the triad 
of virtues, Faith, Hope and Charity, and one could further set these words 
to the tune of the chorus for the unification of Europe in Krysztof 
Kieslowski’s movie Bleu: while everything in life is in flux and brings pain, 
these three alone endure.58 The two panels at Dura proclaim that hope is 
both very personal and epically communal. And that hope does not belong 
to the realm of the immanent, just as hopefulness cannot be fostered 
through reason alone.

I began this chapter with an American sign against suicide, and I want 
to end it with a medieval Italian painting now in an American art gallery 
which illustrates in a kind and gentle way how rescue at extreme moments 
can come only by envisaging a realm greater than that of worldly realities 
(Fig. 6.4). It represents the archangel Raphael preventing a man’s suicide. 
It is painted in two scenes on one panel, reading from right to left. The 
man has already hanged himself from a noose and kicked the stool below 
his feet, but the angel comes behind him with a mighty sword to cut the 
noose just in time to catch him as he hovers above the bench. Next, the 
man and the angel are standing next to each other on the nearby street 
between two houses, holding hands. This is a moment of quiet, intimate 
conversation. This saving companionship is a presence: the despairing man 
is no longer alone.59 The dramatic scene is stilled by the muted colours of 
the architectural framework, and a sense of supernatural peace expands 
over the events. Perhaps for the suicides approaching the Golden Gate 

58 Trois couleurs, 1993; music by Zbigniew Preisner, text 1 Cor. 13 (with modification). See 
e.g. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2v_Vtjo1kUg.

59 Cognitive accounts of hope mostly emphasize the individual’s thought processes, e.g. 
Feldman, “Meaning of Hope”. By contrast, the bridge sign invites the suicidal person to 
make a call, to break outside themselves and re-establish communication. In the painting, 
communication always goes on with a supernatural being.
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Fig. 6.4  Ippolito del Donzello (1455–1494). The Archangel Raphael Prevents a 
Suicide. Oil and tempera on wood, 1471. Yale University Art Gallery, Lent by the 
Estate of Richard L. Feigen, B.A. 1952

bridge the colours of this painted scene might inspire more hopefulness 
than what they can understand through those measured words printed in 
glaring colours asking them to hope.
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CHAPTER 7

caelestia regna petisti: Seeking Hope in Late 
Antique Funerary Verse Inscriptions

Kristin Harper

Scholars often focus on the long-held practice of inscribing a funerary 
marker as a sign of identity-building or status symbols in Rome, but they 
also recognize that first and foremost, funerary inscriptions represent the 
hope that the memory of the dead exists long after one’s final breath. 
During the late fourth and early fifth centuries CE, poetic epitaphs rose as 
one form of the epigraphic habit, one whose vitality indexes the shifting 
religious and moral sentiments of an age transitioning from a Classical to 
a Christian system of values. Among these values, the hope in a pleasant 
afterlife is constructed by authors using metaphors of astral imagery and 
verbs of individual agency. With the belief that hope and futurity necessar-
ily embody ideas of agency and goal-achievement, the poems dedicated to 
martyrs, saints, and ordinary Christians employ the language of seeking, 
desiring, and achieving the celestial heavens. I argue that the poems which 
give their dedicatees agency in their achievement of immortality, often by 
acting in accordance with the new Christian social mores of late antique 
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Rome, are the ones that serve to construct and perform hope in the 
afterlife.

Authors1 of funerary verse inscriptions for ordinary Christians, meaning 
non-saints,2 use language presented by the elogia of Damasus, a bishop of 
Rome and famous author of inscribed martyr epigrams, to develop agency 
for their subjects. Through a case study analysis of three verse epitaphs of 
young women ranging from the fourth to the sixth centuries, Rhode, 
Regina, and Theodote, I demonstrate how the authors of such funerary 
poetry imply the agency of ordinary Christians to construct a hope in 
futurity beyond death. In using allusion to poems of Damasus dedicated 
to the saints, the authors of funerary inscriptions grant agency beyond 
what Damasus himself assigns to ordinary Christians.3 The funerary 
authors apply language from Damasus, but create hope for the masses, in 
stating that a celestial afterlife is achievable not just for saints and heroes, 
but for ordinary people, too. Such a study of inscriptions reveals more 
than demographics or status-building, it informs the field of how people 
express communal expectations and the method by which they hope to 
achieve the goal of their future—an eternal life.

1 People who set up the poetic epitaphs for these young women may or may not be the 
authors of the poems themselves. Sometimes information such as “Gaudentius set this up,” 
can mean that the loved one paid for the stone, but questions remain as to whether they are 
also the poet or if they are a commissioner. Inscribing elaborate poetics on stone is a sign of 
wealth, but for many of the epitaphs here, we do not know who the author of the poem is or 
to which specific social class the woman belonged. We can assume that the author is contem-
porary, writing an individual and not a stock poem, despite there being stock tombstone or 
sarcophagi carvings, and that they were educated in literature, and aware of the current 
trends in poetry.

2 I use the term “ordinary Christians” or the “ordinary dead” throughout the chapter fol-
lowing the terminology of Eric Rebillard to refer to any non-saint or non-martyred deceased 
member of the early Christian community. Rebillard explains textual differences between the 
“very special dead,” i.e. the martyrs, and the “ordinary dead,” i.e. the non-saints, as two 
distinct groups that make up the deceased community (Rebillard, The Care of the Dead, 
142). Rebillard cites texts of early Church leaders as they proscribed and debated how the 
cult of the dead should be commemorated, often relating to debates of funerary banqueting. 
From analysis of multiple different commemorative actions and liturgical language, he states 
that, “[i]t is obvious from these texts that the martyrs and the other dead are not commemo-
rated in the same way[…],” Rebillard, The Care of the Dead, 159.

3 My analysis utilizes the text of Damasus from Trout, Damasus.
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Methodology

In order to discuss how astral imagery informs its readers on futurity post-
mortem, we first need to explore the disposition of hope. Although look-
ing to modern psychological studies to determine ancient thoughts is 
limited, as we need to be careful not to impose modern beliefs onto 
ancient peoples, its exploration will aid our discussion of what ancients 
might have determined hope to be. As others have explored earlier in this 
volume, my study employs the modern definition of hope developed by 
Snyder and summarized by Wisman and Heflick,

hope is the sum of two cognitive beliefs: pathways thinking (the perceived 
ability to self-generate routes to desired outcomes) and agency thinking (the 
perceived capacity for the self to maintain and initiate action towards desired 
outcomes).4

The poems analyzed here fit the two main components of hope, namely: a 
perception that an effective pathway to the goal exists, and the thought 
that one has the agency to achieve said goal. If hope then is considered, in 
modern times, to be directly challenged by the thought of death, how do 
we combat the loss of hope when confronted with its inevitability? Hope 
is associated with one’s agency and ability to complete a desired goal, so it 
necessitates belief in the goal’s accessibility. Agency, paired with a belief in 
immortality, brings people an increased sense of hope. Hope as “the per-
ceived capacity for the self to maintain and initiate action towards a desired 
outcome”5 connects precisely to the idea that humans need to actively 
pursue (or at least the belief they can) the outcome for which they hope. 
For hope to be experienced, both agency thinking and the belief in a path-
way to achieve one’s goal need to exist.

For our study, the sense of agency comes about with the active-voiced 
verb, peto,6 indicating a pursuit of the stars. The pathway (or the perception 
of a pathway) to the stars results from the construction of commemorative 
narratives in funerary verse epitaphs. Examples of other ordinary Christians 

4 Wisman and Heflick, “Hopelessly Mortal”, 870.
5 Ibid.
6 I am limiting my analysis here to the use of forms of peto, as they connect with Damasus’ 

line about reaching the stars. In the future, I will expand my analysis to include inscriptions 
which use other verbs such as quaero, aspiro, rapio, to denote individual agency and astral 
ascension.
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reaching their goal of an eternal afterlife is one way in which poets of the 
time performed and constructed hope for their audience. I argue that the 
late antique and early Christian idea of hope after death is presented in 
epitaph poetry via words of seeking the celestial heavens, referring to one 
repeated line of Damasus: aetherios petiere domum regnaque piorum. The 
authors of the funerary verses also follow along with typical trends of late 
antique literature, including allusions to Augustan-age poets such as 
Vergil. The idea of astral immortality is not new, it appears throughout the 
ancient world in multiple religions, philosophical thought, and time 
periods.7

Verse funerary inscriptions, while unique in their rarity compared to 
prose inscriptions,8 were used to convey Roman virtues and expectations 
via the Roman “epigraphic habit.” While the Roman desire and tradition 
of inscribing a variety of information on stone changed in popularity over 
time, the late antique Latin inscriptions interplay not only with literary 
tropes, but, perhaps more importantly for the Romans, with identity poli-
tics and the presentation of social, religious, and political status.9 Inscribed 
funerary epitaphs, like those that will be discussed here, hold the key to 
information about the women memorialized, but also ideas of virtue, liv-
ing well, and goals for the future. An in-depth analysis of how the selected 
verse epitaphs utilize lines from Damasus and Vergil will determine how 
the author’s ideas of agency and examples of pathways to the stars allow 
their readers to achieve their own performance of hope in late antique Rome.

Seeking the Stars for Martyrs in Damasus’ Elogia

As bishop of Rome, Damasus (c. 304–384 CE) was integral to the devel-
opment of the blending of Roman and Christian traditions in a genre of 
poetry that added physicality to a new hybrid identity. Damasus’ elogia for 

7 The classical Roman poetry contained images of apotheosis of heroes and emperors, and 
thus the poetic framework of epitaphs is a natural successor for the Roman Christian’s ascent 
to heaven. e.g. Vergil’s Aeneid implies full ascension of Ascanius, as it is through virtue that 
man could reach the stars, as Vergil states, “macte nova virtute, puer: sic itur ad astra” (Aen. 
9.641). See also Sanna Joska in this volume, on after death continuity “in heavens” during 
the early Roman Empire.

8 Of the 400,000 discovered ancient Latin inscriptions only 1–2% are poetic, see Trout, 
“Damasus and the Christian Epigram”, 617.

9 As expounded by Trout, “Inscribing Identity”, 173, and MacMullen “The Epigraphic 
Habit”, 233–246.
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the Roman martyrs allowed for a resolution between the two worlds and 
traditions of Rome and Christianity.10 Damasus employs aetherios petiere 
domum regnaque piorum, with slight variation, in five of his sixty-four 
poems.11 Other poetic inscriptions discuss astral immortality and ascen-
sion, but this line in particular, with a form of peto, is echoed among 
Damasus and other, oft-unnamed, epitaph writers.12 Damasus’ line rever-
berates throughout the funerary poetry of non-saints, especially the 
authors of the case study here, as a way to develop agency and active pur-
suit of a happy afterlife. For verse epitaph writers of late antiquity, allusion 
to Vergil or contemporary poets such as Prudentius, is complemented 
with Damasus’ educated and literary descriptions of astral ascension of the 
martyrs. Allusion here works as both a literary trope and a way to model 
agency and provide a pathway for readers, aspects necessary for the devel-
opment of hope. Damasus describes heaven with aeternam domum (eter-
nal kingdom) or regna piorum (kingdom of the pious). The travels that 
saints or martyrs take to a Christian heaven include the phrase per astra or 
variations of the verb peto. Seeking the stars is an artistic way for Damasus 
to say that people are actively pursuing the merits by which to reach 
Christ’s “right hand.” As Dennis Trout discusses in his commentary on 
the elogium to Felix and Adauctus, peto is the preferred verb for instances 
of seeking heavenly ascension.13 This is the same verb that has appeared 
repeatedly in the epitaphs of ordinary Christians analyzed here. Reuse 

10 Latin literary tradition blended with the aesthetics of Semitic literature and the themes 
of early Christianity. Damasus utilized the work of the major contemporary authors, his clas-
sical predecessors, like Juvencus and Optatianus Porfyrius to develop his own style. Trout, 
Damasus of Rome, 17.

11 For a discussion on the specifics of Damasus’ corpus, including fragments and Ferrua’s 
commentary see Trout, Damasus of Rome, 53.

12 Two other inscriptions include ideas of seeking the stars, namely, Trout 35.4 (Ihm 37 
=ED 35 = ICUR 7.19932) Hippolytus petered cum regna piourm, and Trout 31.3 (Ihm 30 
= ED 31 = ICUR 6.16963) Tiberius aetheris alta petit Christo comitante beatus. The epitaph 
to Gorgonius, Trout 32 (Ihm 32 = ED 32 = ICUR 6.16962), suggests that he serves the 
altars of Christ, servat qui altaria Christi, and that people who come searching for the saints 
will be “sent heavenward” by their piety, ad caelum partier pietas quos vexit euntes. Trout, 
Damasus of Rome, 136–137. This suggests what I will discuss later, namely that people can 
seek out the saints, just as the saints actively sought the heavens. This is Damasus’ way of 
performing hope in his verses while attempting to construct places for people to go and hope 
for the eternal afterlife, too. For more on the development of pilgrimage to saints’ shrines, 
the practice of refrigerium, and ad sanctos burials, actions tied to seeking the connection to 
the cult of the saints, see Brown, Cult of the Saints.

13 Trout, Damasus of Rome, 94.
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suggests, for the audience, continued support for the pursuit of martyr 
virtues.

In Damasus’ poem to Peter and Paul,14 the two martyrs are reimagined 
as the new local heroes of the Roman community through their ascension 
to a Christian heaven. Peter and Paul actively follow Christ, with secuti, 
through the virtues they’ve earned by means of their martyrdom. While 
they seek the aethereal heavens with the syncopated perfect petiere, Peter 
and Paul also engage on their own missionary journey to astral heights: 
“beginning in the East (Oriens), leading through Rome, and concluding 
in the starry heavens” with per astra.15 Trout argues that, with poetry, 
Damasus sets up Peter and Paul to replace Castor and Pollux as the heroes 
of Rome on earth and in heaven.16 Damasus redesigns the roles of heroes 
from ones of the mythological age to those of a Christian one. They sub-
stitute prowess in battle with fervor for Christ. Damasus talks directly to 
the pilgrims, who are themselves seeking (petri) the sacred places of mar-
tyr burials. Damasus’ verses indicate that the reader is already searching for 
the burial places of Peter and Paul. Presumably, the reader hopes that their 
own future might be like that of these saints, who pursued virtues in life 
and achieved rewards after death. At this point in time, martyrdom is not 
an option, and so, it is necessary for the construction of hope to com-
memorate ordinary people who have died and achieved similar status. The 
early Christian community engaged in the cult of the saints looked toward 
these martyrs and their shrines as spaces which display examples of agency 
thinking and pathways thinking informing their construction of hope in 
their own salvation.

Damasus commemorates the martyrs Felicissimus and Agapitus with a 
mix of passivity and agency in their epitaph. At the beginning of the poem, 
the palace of heaven snatches up, rapuit, these two saints.17 Both were 
martyred in 258, actions recognized by Damasus with the active verbs of 
secuti, petiere, and meruere. They have followed their bishop, Sixtus II, 
sought the aethereal homes of the realms of the pious, and are praised for 
the merits they earned working under him, in lines 4–6:

14 CLE 306 = Ihm 26 = ILCV 951 = ED 20 = ICUR 5 (1971) 13273.
15 Trout, “Damasus and the Invention”, 523.
16 Trout, “Inscribing Identity”, 170–186.
17 Ihm 23 = ED 25 = ICUR 5.13872 = Trout 25 line 2: sanctorum subito rapuit quos regia 

Caeli. “Saints whom suddenly the palace of heaven snatched up.” Trout, Damasus of Rome, 
126–127.
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Rectoris sancti meritumque fidemq(ue) secuti
aetherias petiere domos regnaq(ue) piorum
quod duce tunc Xysto Xpi meruere triumphos

imitating both the merti and the faith of their holy bishop;
won an aethereal home and the realms of the righteous;
because with Sixtus as their leader at the time they merited Christ’s triumphs.18

The idea that heaven itself has taken the saints upwards is not an unusual 
way in which to describe the deceased who are going to the stars. The 
verbs of the rest of the poem, however, are in the perfect tense. Throughout 
most of the short poem, the saints are the subject of active-voiced verbs 
and therefore agents in their own celestial ascension. The brief instance 
where they stand as direct objects, rapuit line 2, does not lessen the impor-
tance of their active roles in getting there.19 The saints are described as in 
life having sought and achieved Christian virtues, by which the heavenly 
palace received them.

While Damasus argues that any martyrs who are actively seeking a con-
nection to Christ will earn rewards in heaven through their sacrifice, he 
does not promote explicitly astral immortality as a model for the ordinary 
Christians of his verse poems. In Damasus’ poems to the ordinary dead, 
such as his poem for his sister Irene and for the young woman Proiecta, he 
is reluctant to inscribe that they have achieved the heavens and focuses 
only on the power of the martyrs. In the elogoium dedicated to Felix and 
Philippus,20 Damasus states that it is through the act of martyrdom that 
Felix and Philippus “earned the crowns of Christ,” and, the first five lines 
of the poem create ideas of hope that someone, anyone who believes 
qui…credit in Christ, has access to the stars (lines 1–5):

qui natum passum(que) deum repetisse paternas
sedes adq(ue) iterum venturum ex aethere credit,
iudicet ut vivos rediens patiterq(ue) sepultos,
martyribus sanctis pateat quo regia caeli
respicit interior, requitur si praemia Christi.

18 Trout, Damasus of Rome, 126–127.
19 Rapio is another verb that is used to describe the young deceased who have been 

“snatched up” or “taken.” Earlier in time, this action is completed by notions of Death or 
Pluto/Dis, but later in poetic epitaphs (like Damasus’ elogia), the stars or Christ might do so.

20 Ihm 91 (ll.1-5) and 47 (ll.6-10) = ILCV 1957 (ll.1-5) = ED 39 = ICUR 9.24829 = 
Trout 39.
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he who believes that a god, who was born and suffered, regained
his paternal home and will come again from heaven,
returning to judge both the living and the buried,
understands that the inner reaches of the palace of heaven
lie open to the holy martyrs, if he seeks to obtain Christ’s rewards.21

Now, Damasus does not outright argue that all ordinary Christians have 
this access, as he limits this approach to the martyrs in line 4. The martyrs, 
those who have actively sought (petiere) the aethereal realms of the pious, 
are the ones to whom the palace of heaven lies open. One distinct differ-
ence from the epitaph of Peter and Paul and the epitaph for Felicissimus 
and Agapitus, is the prevalence of the astral nature of the bones of these 
saints. Damasus begins his astral imagery by describing the bones of these 
two martyrs as caelestia membra, imbuing their physical and material bod-
ies with the image and power of the stars. This idea seems to link with the 
notion of the ad sanctos burials, where people could pay a premium to be 
buried next to the “very special” dead. Their bones’ proximity to such a 
location could give them a connection to the martyrs, and perhaps earn 
them intercessory abilities to help them achieve their own immortality. 
The idea of ad sanctos burials might also indicate more information about 
lived religion, and the beliefs of those burying their dead near the saints, 
or if not able to do so, perhaps another impetus for the bereaved to reuse 
Damasian lines that often appeared in and around burials for the saints.

In contrast to the saintly elogia, and to the poems of my case study, 
Damasus’ poem to his sister Irene,22 does not contain active verbs of seek-
ing or suggesting her own agency in her ascension. His own sister and a 
consecrated virgin, Irene, is not snatched up by the stars like their father, 
presumably the subject of line 11 (quem sibi cum raperet melior tunc regia 
caeli “At that time when the nobler palace of heaven seized him for itself”), 
but is asked only to remember Damasus.23 Similarly, the inscription to the 
non-saint, ordinary Christian young woman named Proiecta24 signals 
heavenly ascension, with the line abiit/ aetheriam cupiens caeli conscendere 
lucem “she went away, / longing to ascend to the aethereal light of 

21 Trout, Damasus of Rome, 155–156.
22 Ihm 10 = ILCV 1696 = ED 11 = ICUR 4.12417 = Trout 11.
23 Trout remarks that this person by whom Irene was entrusted to Damasus, is most likely 

their father. Trout, Damasus of Rome, 104–105.
24 Ihm 53 = CLE 670 = ICUR 1.1440 = ILCV 3446 = ED 51 = Trout 51.

  K. HARPER



153

heaven.”25 With this, she is not given the same active agency in her pursuit 
as typical of the saints praised by Damasus, but desires to do so.26 Damasus 
writes the epitaph of Proiecta for her parents, to recognize their grief and 
uphold her virtues. While she was married (line 3: Proiectae fuerat primo 
quae iuncta marito), it is the tears of her parents (line 2: Hic tumulus lac-
rimas retinet cognosce parent(m)) and the fact that heaven has “snatched 
her” from her father, not her husband, that is highlighted (line 7: Erepta 
ex oculis flori genitoris abiit).27 She is the subject of a passive voice verb and 
not the active agent. Proiecta is not attaining the stars, as Damasus states 
only that once she went away, abiit, via her death, is she desiring to go up 
to heaven. He keeps the terms of seeking with peto and other active voice 
verbs firmly fixed on the martyrs. We do not know Damasus’ personal 
beliefs, but the verses he leaves behind neglect to demonstrate a clear cor-
relation between the ordinary dead and the active celestial pursuit of the 
saints. Soon after Damasus began to write such celestial scenes, “these 
forms of expression would leak from the tombs of martyrs to the epitaphs 
of contemporary Christians who were prepared to relate their own merits 
and to imagine their own astral immortality.”28 It is the epitaph writers 
who reinvent the Damasian line and construct hope in achieving the stars 
for ordinary Christians.

Rhode: A Mother’s Lament and a Damasian Echo

The author of Rhode’s poetic epitaph29 redesigns a Damasian line and a 
Vergilian allusion to describe a young woman seeking the heavenly king-
doms through the pathway of her chastity and innocence. Authors of epi-
taphs venerating ordinary Christians in late antique Rome begin to employ 
Damasian phrases by which to describe heaven and the methods to get 
there not to uphold the virtues of the saints, but for their own deceased 
loved ones, and their living bereaved, who actively seek the stars.

25 Lines 7–8, Trout, Damasus of Rome, 217.
26 The use of “desire” is one way Damasus hints at a construction of hope, but it does not 

meet the required sense of agency thinking.
27 Line 3: “Of Proiecta, who had been wed to a single/exceptional husband.” Line 2: 

“Recognize that this tomb holds the tears of the parents.” Line 7: “Snatched from the sight 
of her father Florus, she went away.” Trout, Damasus of Rome, 217.

28 Trout, Damasus of Rome, 62.
29 ICUR 9.24125 = CLE 737 = ILCV 4749 = EBD 11232
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The poem dedicated to Rhode harkens to Damasus’ poems for the 
saints to create hope for the reader and Rhode’s bereaved mother.30 The 
epitaph promises Rhode, and her mother, with the action of and pathway 
to a celestial afterlife. Line 1 refers to Vergil’s abstulit atra dies et funere 
mersit acerbo,31 as her mother weeps over the bitter funeral, but it is with 
a Damasian echo that a young woman goes to the heavenly kingdoms 
because she actively sought them out through her chastity and innocence 
in life. The Vergilian echo, a typical indicator of grief in funerary poetry, 
transforms into one of hope via the use of a Damasian allusion. The poet 
asserts that Rhode actively sought out a life worthy of eternal rewards with 
the following poem:

O Rhode dulcis anima aceruo mihi funere rapta
qui tantum properasti matris foedare senectam
senilemque aetatem tantos onerare dolores
te sine namque mihi nec lux uec uita iocunda est
quid primum tollerare queam tua dum singula quaero
cum uenit in mentem quod tuorum tu decus omnium esses
quid pudor castus quid s(an)c(t)a fides moresque benigni
ingeniumque doctrinaque tua et uerba sobria menti
prudens et innocua caelestia regna petisti
iam uale perpetuo dulcis et in pace quiesce

O Rhode, sweet soul, taken away from me by a bitter funeral
you who have so hastened to befoul the old age of a mother
and to burden her old age with such great grief.
For, without you, neither light nor life is joyful for me.
How above all will I be able to bear up when I think over your special qualities,
when I recall that you were the glory of all your family?
What virtuous modesty, what holy faith and pleasing habits
and intelligence and your learning and your temperate words and judgement.
Prudent and innocent, you sought the heavenly kingdoms;
now goodbye, sweet one, and rest in everlasting peace.32

30 ICUR 9.24125 = CLE 737 = ILCV 4749 = EBD 11232, Via Salaria Nova; Cemetery 
between S.  Felicitas and Via Anapo; fifth century CE, preserved in a medieval copy: 
Centulensis and Laureshamensis, ICVR 2.1 (1888) 84.31 and 87.31f, and 116.91.

31 A more detailed analysis of the specific Vergilian reference comes later in the section on 
Theodote’s inscription, as it relies heavily on a re-interpretation of the line.

32 Translations are my own unless otherwise indicated.
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The author evokes pathos when she tells Rhode that “without you, nei-
ther light nor life is joyful for me” in line 4. The epitaph serves as a testa-
ment to the care her mother felt during life and now the grief at Rhode’s 
death. Lines 7 and 8 discuss Rhode’s virtues and create a solid memory 
that her mother can re-read to reminisce. In contrast to the opening line 
which stated that Rhode was taken away from the speaker, the final line 
bids her farewell and wishes her everlasting peace. As if mirroring the pro-
gression of grief and mourning in the poem, Rhode’s mother now accepts 
her daughter’s fate and rejoices in her eternal afterlife. Her grief is allevi-
ated through her hope in her daughter’s heavenly ascension. The parallel 
structure of the direct address in the first and last lines demonstrates a 
purposeful framework by which to present her mother’s emotional jour-
ney. Readers of Rhode’s epitaph are privy to an intimate conversation and 
personal mourning. The scene evokes pathos, comfort, and hope for 
the future.

The same three words, caelestia regna petisti, that end Damasus’ elo-
gium for Felix and Adauctus appear in Rhode’s penultimate line. Damasus 
states confessus christum caelestia regna petisti.33 While the meter of the 
expression fits well as a line ending, the phrase also indicates a scene of 
eternal bliss. The starry image’s reuse implies that Rhode’s virtues allow 
her to enjoy the rewards of the afterlife before the last judgment day. The 
final four lines of her epitaph solidify in the reader’s minds a virtuous 
image of Rhode, and how this virtue leads to hope in hers, and their, heav-
enly ascension, strengthening the narrative of a pathway thinking for hope.

The author solidifies Rhode’s agency and encourages pathway thinking 
via the narrative and the use of petisti. As a perfect verb, petisti suggests 
that she has already sought the heavenly kingdoms; the act has been com-
pleted and fulfilled. Petisti indicates that Rhode paved her way to a virtu-
ous life and that she now (before the last judgment) exists in heaven. The 
perfect tense denotes that the stars have already been pursued and thus, 
have already been attained. Just like the martyrs that Damasus venerates 
already possess the stars, there is no need to wait for judgment day. Rhode 
is decus of her family members because of her modesty (pudor), and chas-
tity (castas), virtues typical in venerating Roman women, Christian and 
pagan alike (lines 7–9). The author demonstrates to the reader that the 
hope of gaining eternal life is present through the virtues which have been 
part of the Roman community. Unlike the ability to be martyred or to 

33 CLE 671 = Ihm 7 = ICUR 2 (1935) 6016 = ILCV 1982 = ED 7.
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sacrifice oneself during this time period, these virtues are attainable by 
other ordinary Christians, even if achieving them brings their own chal-
lenges. The study of her virtues in life becomes an example other women 
can follow, a pathway to hope. Because Rhode has been the active agent 
of her salvation, other ordinary Christians can also look at her example, 
believe in their own ability, and follow the virtues as a pathway to their 
own future goals. Rhode and other deceased young women are heralded 
as achieving the same fate despite their lack of martyrdom or sainthood. 
The poem dedicated to Rhode alludes to Damasus’ poems for the saints, 
fashioning hope for the reader and Rhode’s bereaved mother.

Regina: An Eternity Regained

Just like Rhode’s epitaph indicates her merits as the source of her agency, 
the inscribed verses dedicated to Regina also assert her virtues as leading 
her to the heavens. The poem dedicated to Regina establishes hope for 
one’s soul to return to the heavenly realms after death with the use of 
repetit in line 5. The author does not use Vergilian or Damasian echoes, 
but with a form of peto and like Rhode’s author, emphasizes how Regina’s 
merits return her body to a celestial origin. Regina’s virtues in life and her 
pursuit after death are described in the following poem:

caelestes animae damnant quae crimina vitae
terrenas metuunt labes sub iudice Crist[o]
corporeo laetae gaudent se carcere solui
sic Regina potens meritis [post] vincula saecli
aeternam repetit se[dem] nil noxia morti
haec talamis Albine tuis ser[u]i[t]que fedelis
uirgineas casto seruauit pecture taed[as]
coniugii nom[en quae de]dicnata secundi
haec damnum natura tuum, quod inuida natos
non tribuis uotis matris sub mente benigna
adfectu superare uolens nos iamque uocauit
Albini claro generatam sanguine prolem
exosum nomen, nil magnis moribus [au]f[ers]
nam ueras be[---]o[---] pectore matri[s]34

34 ICI 9.14 = CLE 783 = ILCV 3427 = CIL 5.7640 = AE 1960, 328 = AE 2000, 585, 
Liguria/Regio IX, N. Pagno; Polentia. The editors Mennella and Coccoluto (ICI 9, 41) 
suggest that the expression sub iudice Christo of line 2 is to be understood in the sense e 
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Heavenly spirits, which condemn the crimes of life,
fear earthly stains under Christ the judge;
Happy, they rejoice that they have been freed from the prison of the body.
Thus Regina, powerful in respect to merits, after she was released from the 

chains of the world,
sought again an eternal home, not at all harmed by death.
She, faithful, Albinus, served your marriage bed
and preserved her virginal torches in a chaste heart,
she who disdained the name of a second marriage.
Because you, Nature, being envious do not
grant children to a mother’s prayers,
she, wishing to overcome your harm in affection through a kind heart,
forthwith summoned us, offspring born from the noble blood of Albinus.
Detestable name, taking away nothing from her great merits
for there are true things in the heart of a blessed mother.35

Regina’s epitaph argues that her virtues in life allowed her actively to pur-
sue her soul’s former home. The author acknowledges her virtue via her 
role as a univira, a one-man-woman, as after the death of her husband 
Albinus, she did not remarry. Her children, who seem to have been born 
after the death of Albinus, did not live long, but they are buried together 
with Regina and share in the eternal joys of heaven. The monument con-
tinues venerating the family and its legacy, just as Aeneas and as the final 
poem of our case study to Theodote, do. As a young wife, perhaps Regina 
died from complications during childbirth, as childbirth was commonly 
stated as a cause of death for women in epitaphs in the ancient world.36

Regina is powerful, potens, and it is through her virtues that she returns 
to her once-celestial home. Death does not touch her. Regina’s power to 
achieve astral immortality arises because of her virtues in life. In a variation 
of the verb peto, the poem dedicated to Regina employs the idea of 

Christi iudicio (as my translation above represents), or quia sic uult Christus. Line 5’s aeter-
nam repetit sedem nil noxia merti, phrasing is a common expression in the early Christian 
poetic lexicon, seen in other epitaphs such as CLE 301, CLE 1014, and CLE 1589, referenc-
ing Hades and the Underworld.

35 Unlike the other epitaphs of my case study, there is more information about Albinus and 
Regina. Mennella and Coccoluto (ICI 9, 41) suggest that Albinus is a vir clarissmus, because 
of the phrase claro sanginue. As such he might have been family of Ceionius Refus Albini, 
which flourished between the fourth and fifth centuries CE and owned lands near Regina’s 
epitaphs’ findspot.

36 Childbirth was dangerous for both mother and child, one or both parties could die due 
to complications.
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“re-seeking” or returning to an eternal home, presumably among the 
heavenly spirits, caelestes animae, of line 1. The beginning of the epitaph 
conveys that souls are rewarded or punished based on the actions commit-
ted in life before the soul is removed from the physical body at death. Her 
soul formerly belonged to the heavenly realm, and once released from 
their corporeal prison, will return to the stars. Through her merits as loyal 
wife and mother, Regina returns herself back to the stars, granting her 
agency and the power to earn eternal life by her own actions. The epitaphs 
hinting at an astral origin for all souls give hope to the readers that not 
only can they achieve the stars based on their merits, but that they have 
already been there.37 Regina’s epitaph serves as one example through 
which we can see theological ideas of the soul and how they construct 
hope in the funerary context. The funerary poems of ordinary people of 
Roman late antiquity are the pathway to discovering what they desired for 
themselves and for their loved ones, both in life and after death.

Theodote and Vergilian Allusions

Sharing the same Vergilian allusion as Rhode’s, the verse epitaph dedi-
cated to the young girl, Theodote, employs the metaphor of “seeking the 
stars” to console her family and redefine hope in astral immortality for a 
Christian audience. As exemplified by the epitaphs of Rhode, Regina, and 
now Theodote, the power of merits in life, brings rewards for ordinary 
Christians after death. The author of Theodote’s epitaph utilizes literary 
tropes from late antiquity such as echo and allusion to classical Latin poets, 
giving the inscription an erudite and intertextual bend. Dating from the 
sixth century, it is the latest of the inscriptions I discuss, however, its dis-
play of formulae of untimely deaths, late antique poetics, and the use of 
peto to signal a seeking of astral immortality solidifies it as a primary exam-
ple of a narrative formulating individual agency. The funerary poem is as 
follows:

37 While beyond the scope of this chapter, other epitaphs also explore the notion that the 
deceased return to heaven, suggesting a belief in its pre-existence. For example, the elegiac 
poem dedicated to a consecrated virgin named Simplicia, expresses a similar sentiment: men-
tis pro meritis animam rebocavit ad astra/Simpliciae tantum membra tenet tumulus “She has 
recalled her spirit to the stars through the merits of her mind,/This grave contains only the 
limbs of Simplicia.” ICUR 7.18044 = AE 1987, 50 = AE 1980, 138 = Lebek 1987 = EDB 
30596 = EDH006489, lines 5–6. I am currently working on a full analysis of this inscription.
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Virginis hic tenerae lector miserere sepulcro
    unius huic lustri uix fuit arta dies
o quam longinquae fuerat dignissima uitae
    heu cuius uiuit nunc sine fine dolor
addamus meritis lacrimas tam mortis aceruae
    nam quae grata forent sunt modo flenda diu
haec Theodote habuit nomen, quae gaudia matris
    perculit aeterno uulnere rapta cito
sola tamen tanti restant solamina luctus
    quod tales animae protinus astra petunt
vixit ann(os) IIII mens VII d(ies) XXV dep(osita) non(nes) 
sept(embres) ind…38

Here, reader, have compassion for the grave of a young girl;
    Hers was a brief life of barely five years.
O, how very worthy she was of a long life,
    Alas! Now grief for her lives without end!
Let us add to her merits tears for so bitter a death,
    for the merits that would have been pleasing now must be lamented for 
a long time.
This girl’s name was Theodote, who destroyed the joys of her mother,
    carried off so quickly by an everlasting wound.
only the solace of such great mourning remains, however,
    because such souls immediately seek out the stars.
She lived 4 years 8 months 25 days. She was laid to rest on the nones of 
September.

The epitaph engages the passer-by to remember Theodote and to honor 
and uplift her family in contemporary memory. In a fashion typical for 
conversational epitaphs, also called a “speaking stone,” the poem urges 
the reader to stop and empathize with the young girl lying buried beneath. 
Then, with an exclamation, the author asserts that Theodote was worthy 
of a long life but now grief for her death is eternal. The jussive subjective 
(addamus) in line 5 actively joins the reader to the author; together, they 
must grieve for her. Using linguistic techniques, the author of Theodote’s 
epitaph draws the reader into the story of her death and therefore the 
example of her life. Linking the deceased young girl with the living via 

38 ICUR 8.23066 = CLE 1401 = ILCV 3434 = EDB 35368, Via Salaria Nova; Catacombs 
of S. Priscilla; sixth century CE, preserved in a medieval copy: Centulensis and Laureshamensis, 
ICUR 2.1 (1888) 90.50 and 100.16.
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sympathy also suggests their similarity. If this ordinary four-year-old can 
achieve the stars via the merits of her short life, so too can the audience of 
her epitaph!

Following along with late antique poetic structures and harkening back 
to earlier notions of the afterlife, the epitaph commemorating Theodote 
employs an echo to Vergil which reinvents an Aeneid scene for Christian 
ideologies. The line abstulit atra dies et funere mersit acerbo (a dark day 
carried him off and buried him with a bitter funeral) from Vergil’s Aeneid 
(6.429 and 11.28) is referenced with a variation in Theodote’s line 2.39 
The expression appears twice verbatim in Vergil’s entire epic; in 6.249, 
when Vergil describes the area of limbo dedicated to children and their 
early deaths,40 and when Aeneas consoles Evander at the untimely death of 
Pallas in 11.28.41 On Aeneas’ descent to the Underworld, the Sybil leads 
him past the cries of babies’ souls. They are not able to dwell in either 
Tartarus or Elysium but must remain separate on the other side of the 
river Styx. Vergil’s narrative claims that a dark day has taken them to their 
bitter death. The souls that dwell here suffered the worst sorts of unhappy 
deaths.42 Book 6 has importance for the Romans as a mythological descrip-
tion of the afterlife, and other poets often returned to his description to 
model their own.43 In the second occurrence of this line, Aeneas talks 
about the untimely death of Evander’s son (Pallas) whose fate is the same 
as the infant souls. The death of Pallas ultimately leads to the final battle 
between Aeneas and Turnus, and the end of Vergil’s epic. Vergil’s line 
focuses on the sadness of a life cut short. Evander’s expectations and hopes 
for his son go unfulfilled. In contrast, Aeneas’ line will continue, and it is 
his family’s continuity that is central to the founding of Rome and the new 
sense of Roman identity proposed in the Aeneid and by Augustus. Aeneas’ 
words, like those of epitaphs that employ the formulaic expression, attempt 
to console Evander by recognizing the pain of his grief.

39 The same echo seen earlier in Rhode’s epitaph, line 1.
40 Vergil, Aen. 6.426–430. Continuo auditae voces, vagitus et ingens,/ infantumque animae 

flentes in limine primo,/quos dulcis vitae exsortes et ab ubere raptos/abstulit atra dies et funere 
mersit acerbo;/hos iuxta falso damnati crimine mortis.

41 Vergil, Aen. 11.24–28. Ite, ait, egregias animas, quae sanguine nobis/ hanc patriam 
peperere suo, decorate supremis /muneribus, maestamque Evandri primus ad urbem /mittatur 
Pallas, quem non virtutis egentem/abstulit atra dies et funere mersit acerbo.

42 The shades of infants, victims of untimely deaths, the falsely accused, suicides, those who 
died in battle, and victims of a cruel love were locked together on this side of the river.

43 Zarker, “A Vergilian Verse”, 114.
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After Vergil, other poets, such as Propertius and Valerius Flaccus, bor-
row Vergil’s line to indicate victims of untimely deaths in their fictional 
eulogies.44 Use of the expression mersit acerba dies became popular in 
Latin funerary epitaphs to indicate the deceased’s identity as a victim of 
untimely death. In over one hundred epitaphs various versions of mersit 
acerba dies announced to the reader the unfortunate status of the one 
buried beneath.45 John William Zarker expresses that the popularity of this 
line in epitaphic verse is because of the authority given to Vergil, the 
“inscriptional and religious conservatism,”46 and the desire for the 
bereaved to find comfort and hope reflected in commonly occurring lines. 
This formulaic expression elicits empathy from others as they signal sym-
pathy for the bereaved (and the deceased) suffering from the tragedy of a 
life cut short but transforms into an impetus for hope in Theodote’s 
epitaph.

The reader of the epitaph remembering Theodote envisions the souls 
locked out in limbo, but by the end of the poem, the reader’s mind is 
persuaded to turn toward the optimism of the Christian afterlife. Vergil’s 
scenes of pitiable children and grieving parents are inverted to exhibit the 
power of virtue. In Theodote’s epitaph, the “harsh day” of death is turned 
into a “short day.” With the use of arta instead of atra or acerba, the 
author of Theodote’s epitaph highlights the brevity of her life, rather than 
the bitterness of her death (lines 1–2, 3–4). The author focuses on the 
tragedy of her death (she died of a wound), and the shortness of her life 
(four years). Unlike the babies in limbo and the young Pallas in the Aeneid, 
Theodote has a happier ending, as her merits (meritis) in life allow her to 
reach a happier existence in heaven, line 10. The grief for these young 
deaths might initially be similar, but Pallas becomes a shade in the 
Underworld, whereas the young girl goes to a starry heaven. Like the 
Aeneid, however, both texts elicit the memory of the family line and devel-
opment of Roman identity-building. Through an allusion to Vergil, the 
expression of these optimistic epitaphs both subverts and furthers the 
Vergilian scenes and reminds the reader that these tragic deaths need not 

44 Propertius: funeris atra dies (2.11.1–6) and Valerius Flaccus: atra dies Agro (5.41).
45 Zarker, “A Vergilian Verse,” 115. Zarker conducted a study of over 2450 verse epitaphs 

to find that c.eighty-one employ versions of mersit acerba dies. Variations of this expression 
include: funus acerbum, dies acerba, mors acerba, and fatum acerbum. See also the collection 
of Latin mors immatura (immature death) epitaphs in Martin-Kilcher, “Mors Immatura in 
the Roman world”, 63–77.

46 Zarker, “A Vergilian Verse”, 114.
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be so sorrowful, as there is hope in life eternal. The use of this line in a 
distinctly Christian epitaph such as Theodote’s and Rhode’s might not 
make sense, however, in reading it in conjunction with the active use of 
peto and seeking the stars, we might begin to see how it can be employed 
to construct hope for a Christian audience.

In addition to the Vergilian allusion and reference to Damasus’ elogia, 
Theodote’s epitaph signals a heavenly ascent of the soul and her own 
agency in achieving that goal with a version of peto. “Seeking” (petunt, 10) 
informs the reader that a person actively pursuing virtue can reach the 
starry heavens after death but before the last judgment. They are not pas-
sively pulled or dragged up or down, but instead control their fate, striving 
for a pleasant existence. Theodote’s physical body is “carried off” rapta 
while her soul (or at least souls like hers, line 9–10) pursues the stars. Her 
parents are reassured that souls like Theodote’s shall immediately (proti-
nus) reach the heavens, alleviating grief, and envisioning hope in the read-
er’s own eternal ascension. Through literary reference and active verbs, 
Theodote is given agency to complete her journey to the stars, and the 
story of her merits serves as a mode for others to achieve the same fate. 
The poem turns a tragic death into a new, shared hope for a future in the 
celestial heavens.

Conclusions

For the authors of the selected verse poems of ordinary women, the com-
memoration of the agency of the deceased is a pathway through which 
their authors and the poems’ readers can hope for astral immortality. While 
the deceased did not write their own epitaphs, the poems represent the 
hopes of their loved ones left behind. Literary references to Vergil and 
Damasus place the ordinary dead on equal footing with the heroes of the 
day, whether it be emperors and warriors, or saints and martyrs. The 
explicit use of verbs of agency, like peto, is essential in constructing the 
agency thinking necessary for one’s active pursuit of a future life, and it is 
only through examples of ordinary Christians that contemporaries can see 
the pathway to achieve it in a post-martyrdom world.

While public poems such as Damasus’ elogia or popular literature often 
highlight the acts of saints or heroes, the inscriptions of my analysis reflect 
the agency of ordinary women. Not only do the depictions of the afterlife 
signal to the bereaved a hope in immortality for the ordinary dead (whether 
in heaven or via a memorial on earth), but also a way in which the living 
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reader might achieve it. Young women are the “favored gender” in both 
prose and verse commemoration of this time period.47 The epitaphs I ana-
lyze here demonstrate that women whose agency might have been limited 
in life are given individualized purpose and action in the direction of their 
life after death. The action of making and receiving poetic inscriptions in 
late antique Rome mitigates the despair of the bereaved while solidifying 
communal beliefs and values, which perpetuates and catalogues every day, 
shared practices of hope. An exploration of the modern notions of hope 
aids in understanding agency’s role in the construction of this emotion. 
Through the unity of Christian and Augustan-age language, the epitaphs 
of late antiquity become one way to measure the self-awareness of women 
and their family’s identity-making in a new and transitioning world. By 
aligning one’s deceased family members with the poetic structure of 
Damasan elogia and early Christian poetry, the bereaved family members 
put forth a distinct identity that parallels the new hybridity of the early 
Roman Christians. As the verse epitaphs of the early Christians often 
employ the vision of rising to the stars as a metaphor for and description 
of a pleasant afterlife, they also begin to construct the emotion of hope 
through language and narrative.

Scholars have discussed how epitaph writers use celestial images to con-
sole the bereaved, however, the image of the soul’s ascension to a celestial 
realm not only allows the bereaved to envision their loved ones happy in 
death but also instills hope in their own achievement. Astral imagery sig-
nals to the reader a pleasant afterlife because of the continuous use of such 
pictures throughout the Latin literary tradition. Through the transition 
from classical to late antique literature, celestial imagery in poetry serves as 
a “vivid measure of the gravitational pull still exercised by a starry realm 
once reserved for demi-gods and heroes but more recently made available 
to the martyrs and [the] ambitious faithful […].”48 Celestial imagery is 
used as a description of the rewards of a pleasant afterlife beginning in clas-
sical ideology. While expressions of starry skies infer that a soul has achieved 

47 Both Trout and Shaw argue that there is a distinct gender parity in Rome’s Christian 
epitaphs, differing from previous time periods. “Epigraphic commemoration, that is, is a 
product of choice and habit—and one of the most significant habits being formed in the 
fourth century tended, it seems, towards gender parity in epitaphic commemoration.” Trout 
explains that it is “pre-nuptial but nearly marriageable daughters and young wives…[who] 
apparently enjoyed an extra edge.” Trout, “Fecit ad astram viam”, 13 and 15. See further 
Shaw, “Cultural Meaning of Death”, 82–83 and table 4.5.

48 Trout, Fecit ad astra viam, 18.
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eternal rewards, they indicate “the idea of separation of body and soul, 
which […] seems to represent a real strand of pagan thought worked into 
the Christian doctrine.”49 People are venerated based on their merits, and 
it is by virtues displayed in life that poets claim the heavenly ascension of 
their dedicatees. Like a consolatory text, images of the Christian heaven 
and souls dwelling happily in it comfort those left behind on earth and 
develop hope in their own future life. The ways in which such ideas are 
reinvented for the Christian stage are through the trends of allusion and 
intertextuality, distinguishing tropes of late antique poetry, both popular 
and that of these verse epitaphs.

The verses dedicated to Rhode, Regina, and Theodote demonstrate the 
fundamental shift going on as a community modified from a pagan to a 
Christian set of values. Further study on the commemoration of the ordi-
nary dead and agency narratives will continue to illuminate notions of how 
ordinary Christians hoped for and, in turn, lived their lives to achieve their 
desire for eternal life. The commemoration of the ordinary dead and 
agency narratives illuminate notions of lived religion, belief in the afterlife, 
and societal expectations for late antique Roman women. As we uncover 
more poetic epitaphs dedicated to ordinary people, ordinary early 
Christians, we can see how the community at-large developed notions of 
agency and pathways thinking in securing hope in their own lives and fur-
ther understand how the nature of the emotion of hope impacted their 
actions and motivations. The authors of funerary poetic epitaphs argue for 
the astral immortality not of heroes or saints, but of their mothers, daugh-
ters, and sisters, and in doing so, construct the hope that everyone can 
touch the stars.
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CHAPTER 8

Family Crises and the Construction of Hope: 
The Case of Michael Psellos

Oana-Maria Cojocaru

Introduction

Sometime in the early 1050s1 the members of a prominent family living in 
Constantinople gathered at the bed of a girl of only nine years of age. The 
girl, whose name was Styliane, was the only biological child of Konstantinos 
Psellos, the greatest intellectual figure of the eleventh century, known later 
under his monastic name Michael. Styliane is believed to have fallen ill 

1 Anthony Kaldellis, who translated the funeral oration, places her death in the early 1050s, 
before Psellos embraced the monastic habit, thus prior to 1054; see Kaldellis, Mothers and 
Sons, 13–14; 111. On the other hand, see Pizzone, “A Hand of Ivory”, 293, who argues that 
Styliane died in 1054 when an epidemic of smallpox, mentioned by Skylitzes in his Historical 
Synopsis, is said to have hit Constantinople, although on a rather small scale. Jouanno, in 
Michel Psellos. Portraits de famille,184, argues that it is unlikely that she died during the 
outbreak of smallpox, and she places a tentative year at death at the latest in 1052, arguing 
that cases of smallpox were relatively frequent in Byzantium during the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries.
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with smallpox. After thirty-one days of suffering, she died surrounded by 
her close ones: her father, mother, friends, relatives, and domestic ser-
vants. Later, Psellos composed a funeral oration for her, which provides 
the main source for my discussion of hope in this chapter.

The death of children at a young age was part and parcel of daily life of 
many Byzantines, regardless of their social standing.2 The high incidence 
of childhood mortality, estimated by scholars of both antiquity and the 
Byzantine period at approximately 50%, was the result of the risks associ-
ated with the weaning process, malnutrition, poor sanitation leading to 
infectious diseases, epidemics, as well as the absence of advanced medical 
care. The way parents reacted to the death of their children in premodern 
societies has been the subject of several scholarly contributions, as part of 
the increasing interest in historical childhood.3 By and large, scholars have 
focused on grief and sadness as parental responses for the loss of children, 
as well as on the role of various funerary texts and homiletic narratives as 
scripts through which parents could find theological, moral, and psycho-
logical support in coping with their tragic loss. The themes of grief and 
lost hopes that parents experienced when their children died are promi-
nently reflected in funerary inscriptions. Christian Laes has explored Latin 
inscriptions from Roman antiquity, showing that children were highly val-
ued, not only for their potential to continue the family lineage, but also for 
the virtues they embodied, such as pietas, obedience, innocence, physical 
beauty or intellectual achievements. These virtues were seen as reflections 
of a child’s promising future, tied to the hopes of the family and the com-
munity at large—hopes ultimately thwarted by death.4 Similarly, Olympia 
Bobou has examined funerary monuments from Hellenistic and Roman 
Greece, showing that the death of children was not only a personal loss 
but also a symbolic loss of hope for the family’s future. In the funerary 
context of Greco-Roman antiquity, hope was portrayed as an emotion tied 
to the anticipation of a positive future for the child, one tragically cut short 
by death.5 More recently, Maria Doerfler has explored the emotion of grief 

2 Cojocaru, Byzantine Childhood, 56, 76–78, 154–156; Talbot, “The Death and 
Commemoration”.

3 See, for instance Doerfler, Jephthah’s Daughter who analyses homiletic literature of late 
antiquity that was meant to provide psychological, moral, and theological support to 
bereaved parents. On children’s death and commemoration in Byzantium, see in particular 
Talbot, “The Death and Commemoration”, and Doerfler, “Emotional Communities”.

4 Laes, “High Hopes”.
5 Bobou, “Hope and the Sub-adult”. See also Harper and Joska in this volume.
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in the context of child loss, revealing how theological perspectives and 
communal rituals in the early Byzantine period provided a framework for 
expressing and coping with grief, while also embedding hope through the 
promise of eternal life and divine compassion, thus helping parents navi-
gate their sorrow.6

As I argue in the following and in consonance with these studies high-
lighting the emotional impact of child death in premodern societies 
around the Mediterranean, Byzantine children similarly embodied their 
parents’ hopes and aspirations. They symbolized the future of their fami-
lies by ensuring the continuation of the family line, transmitting cultural 
norms and traditions to the next generation, and preserving familial 
memory and reputation.7 My chapter takes this line of argument in new 
directions, on the one hand, by examining material from the Middle 
Byzantine period, and on the other hand, by refining our understanding 
of what underlies manifestations of hope, namely, a complex interplay 
between cultural norms and symbols, emotional scripts and affective per-
formance, as well as social, legal, and economic actions. Furthermore, I 
will explore a much less thoroughly discussed double directionality of 
hope: one more immediate, for the children’s future and well-being, and 
another one for the parent’s own symbolic survival after their own death 
through the continuation of the lineage by the child. My chapter exam-
ines how both of these dimensions of hope were performed by analysing 
Psellos’s funeral oration for Styliane in conjunction with another text 
concerning his family: a court memorandum also penned by Psellos. 
Although of different genres and purposes, these documents allow me to 
trace the plans and the strategies of hope centred on children that Psellos 
developed over the years. Written a few years apart, they document some 
of the crises that Psellos’s family endured, opening up a window into the 
emotional experiences of a man who was not only perhaps the greatest 
Byzantine mind of the eleventh century, but a parent who, like so many 
before him, had to bury his only child, cope with this loss and find ways 
to move forward.

After some theoretical considerations on the nature of hope and how it 
was conceptualized in Byzantine culture, I will first examine the panoply 
of emotions displayed in the funeral oration for Styliane, highlighting 

6 Doerfler, “Emotional Communities”.
7 On strategies for seeking the sense of hope and thinking about the future, see Vuolanto, 

Children and Asceticism, 28–44, as well as Vuolanto’s chapter in this volume.
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Psellos’s emotional trajectory from hope to despair and back to hope. I am 
particularly interested in how hope is constructed in the text and the role 
it plays in the narrative. In what instances is it mentioned? What kinds of 
hope related to children does he describe? In the second part of the chap-
ter, I will discuss the role of hope in coping with Styliane’s death and plan-
ning for the future after her demise by analysing the other text. I will then 
trace the ways in which hope was practiced at both a social and emotional 
level in Byzantine society.

Through this analysis, I aim to contribute to broader discussions 
regarding the expression of emotions in the funeral oration, particularly 
on the presumably unbridgeable gulf between the lived experience of 
flesh-and-blood people and “mere” rhetorical topoi that characterize such 
texts. My analysis focuses on two key points: (1) examining how hope 
shaped Psellos’s response to the grief of losing his child—both intensifying 
his sorrow and encouraging actions that helped alleviate it; (2) arguing 
that highly rhetorical texts, like the funeral oration for Styliane, are not 
mere fictions divorced from lived experience, but instead, by their rhetori-
cal nature, they might be in fact privileged spaces for real-life emotional 
expression grounded in the “shared structures of meaning”8—the cultur-
ally embedded references through which people shape their feelings into 
language. Although this language might seem stilted to us, at least for 
Byzantine intellectual figures like Psellos, it mediated reality, being deeply 
rooted in the emotional norms into which they were enculturated.9

The way Byzantine parents acted was not an isolated practice; rather, 
their behaviour was part of a broader social fabric in which people facing 
similar anxieties, hopes, and fears about their future shared and negotiated 
their experiences within their communities. This shared navigation of cri-
ses can be understood within the framework of what scholars have coined 
“communities of experience”, based on Barbara Rosenwein’s concept of 
“emotional communities”.10 These communities of experience, shaped by 
the constant uncertainties and challenges of life in Byzantium, not only 
helped families manage their immediate emotional responses to a crisis, 
but also played a crucial role in the transmission and reinforcement of 
emotional practices. Moreover, the sense of belonging to a community of 

8 Garrison, “The Study of Emotions”, 245–250.
9 On this, see the introduction.
10 Kivimäki, Malinen and Vuolanto, “Communities of Experience”; Rosenwein, 

“Emotional Communities”, 2.
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experience could function as a form of emotional support and a frame-
work for understanding and processing their struggles. The negotiation 
and reinterpretation of their experiences were guided by the culturally 
constructed scenarios or social and emotional scripts characteristic of 
Byzantine society.

Exploring Hope: Byzantine Perspectives 
and Modern Theories

A fundamental question that needs to be asked is what the Byzantines 
thought about hope. Even today, the nature of hope is still under debate. 
As Darren Webb has remarked:

[Hope] is variously designated an emotion, a cognitive process, an existen-
tial stance, a state of being, a disposition, a state of mind, an emotion which 
resembles a state of mind, an instinct, impulse or intuition, a subliminal 
‘sense’, a formed habit, a ‘sociohormone’, some complex, multifaceted 
affective-cognitive-behavioural phenomenon, or, quite simply, a mystery.11

In Byzantine culture, hope was not so much a mystery as one of the basic 
forces of affective life and of their religious and cultural framework, so 
deeply embedded in their consciousness that they did not spend much 
time dissecting its ultimate nature. For example, rather than addressing 
the notion of hope in isolation, Gregory of Nyssa incorporated it within 
his broader discourse on prayer.12 For him, hope was a key component of 
the spiritual life, as it connects the individual to God. Gregory distin-
guished two forms of hope: temporal, which pertained to concrete out-
comes within human time (such as healing from illness or success in daily 
pursuits), and eschatological, the real hope, which was oriented towards 
communion with God.13 Temporal hopes, in his view, were “groundless”, 
“futile fantasies”, “dream-induced hopes”.14 A person bound to earthly 
desires and concerns becomes alienated from the true essence of hope, as 
she neglects prayer and relies solely on her own capabilities. Thus, praying 

11 Webb, “Modes of Hoping”, 67.
12 The concept of hope in Gregory of Nyssa’s homilies has been recently discussed by 

Douglass, “Alienation from the Reality”.
13 Douglass “Alienation from the Reality”, 513.
14 Gregory of Nyssa, Homily 4, “Your Will Be Done, as in Heaven Also upon the Earth. 

[Give Us the Bread for the Day to Come Today],” 110.
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for divine assistance in daily life was crucial for overcoming the false hopes 
individuals place in their own resources. Indeed, throughout centuries, 
Byzantine Christianity propagated the message that placing one’s hope in 
God through prayer was essential, even in the most ordinary aspects of 
daily life. Many narratives of miraculous healing reinforce this idea, empha-
sizing the role of saintly intercession in finding a resolution to health 
problems.15

Among the trials and tribulations that the Byzantines experienced 
throughout their lives, the prospect of one’s own death or the loss of their 
loved ones served as a poignant reminder of the fragility of life—encour-
aging reflection on mortality and the pursuit of a virtuous life to ensure a 
place in Paradise.16 The hope of life after death, so ingrained in Christian 
mentality, offered the Byzantines a vision of a future where their earthly 
suffering would be redeemed and transformed into eternal bliss, allowing 
them to maintain a hopeful and positive outlook even in the face of life’s 
greatest tragedies.17

One of hope’s defining characteristics, whether one speaks about spiri-
tual hope (such as spiritual salvation and the afterlife), or about any kind 
of hope people might have in their everyday life is that it is oriented 
towards the future. The Byzantines’ conceptualization of hope as a future-
oriented disposition can be found in Souda lexicon, a tenth-century 
Byzantine dictionary based on lexica and other scholarly compilations of 
the Roman and late antique periods. There, elpis is defined as an expecta-
tion of good things. The anonymous compiler took inspiration from 
Didymus the Blind’s (fourth century) commentary on Job 8:13 in explain-
ing the difference in future expectations based on the dichotomy fear and 
hope: “He who feels fear also expects, but not good things; for fear is an 
expectation of bad things, but hope [is an expectation] of good things”. 
At the same time, the author distinguished between true and false hope, 

15 See Csepregi, “Theological Self-Definition”; Sevcenko, “Healing Miracles”.
16 From Anthony the Great (fourth century), who instructed his disciples to view life as 

uncertain and as a daily gift from God (Life of Anthony 19), to John Climacus (sixth-seventh 
century), who in his Ladder of Divine Ascent (trans. Luibheid and Russell) dedicated the 
sixth step of spiritual perfection to the remembrance of death, and to Symeon the New 
Theologian (eleventh century), whose Discourses (trans. deCantazaro) include discourse XXI 
entitled “On the Remembrance of Death”, the constant reminder of the impermanence of 
earthly life was intended to prepare oneself for God’s judgment and the afterlife. On death 
and afterlife, see Marinis 2017.

17 In De anima et resurrectione (trans. Roth, 27), Gregory of Nyssa echoes the words of the 
apostle Paul in 1 Thess. 4:13, asserting that one should not grieve concerning those who are 
asleep, as this emotion belongs only to those who have no hope.
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as those who place their expectations in transient, worldly pleasures rather 
than in God ultimately see their hope destroyed—a perspective that aligns 
with the Byzantine emphasis on hope’s theological and eschatological 
dimensions.18 On the other hand, the distinction between fear and hope 
in relation to the future provides a useful parallel to how hope is under-
stood in the social sciences today. Psychologists describe hope as a goal-
oriented disposition, emphasizing its motivational aspect.19 Hope involves 
striving towards something perceived as possible, rather than merely prob-
able, which drives individuals to take action to achieve their goals. 
However, as Richard Lazarus argues, there is also an element of anxiety of 
what the future might bring, making hope an affective blend, or “a mixed 
state of mind that also entails underlying distress about what the present 
might imply for the future”.20

This dynamic is evident in Byzantine society, where the fear of losing 
children at an early age prompted parents to baptize them soon after birth 
so that they would not be deprived of final salvation.21 As the Byzantines 
lived surrounded by the prospect of death at any time, an increased con-
cern for the future of children was manifested in parents’ decision to seek 
for profitable matrimonial alliances for their offspring once they passed the 
risky period of infancy. This practice was especially characteristic for upper-
middle class families in the Middle Byzantine period when both imperial 
legislation and church canons permitted betrothal from the age of seven 
and marriage from the age of twelve for girls and fourteen for boys.22 In 
practice, such early marriage arrangements made by the parents func-
tioned as an insurance for the child’s future, since many fathers were aware 
that by the time their daughters reached marriageable age, they might not 
be alive.23 This was also Psellos’s situation, as revealed in the funeral 
oration for his daughter that I explore next. His particular case, and the 

18 Souda lexicon (Adler edition, epsilon 913, 250): “Ἐλπίς: προσδοκία ἀγαθῶν. καὶ ὁ 
φοβούμενος προσδοκᾷ, ἀλλ’ οὐκ ἀγαθά: κακῶν γὰρ προσδοκία ἐστὶν ὁ φόβος, ἀγαθῶν δὲ ἡ 
ἐλπίς. ἐπεὶ οὐ̂ν οὐχ ὑφεστώτων πραγμάτων οἱ ἀσεβει̂ς προσδοκω̂σιν, ἀπόλλυται αὐτω̂ν ἡ ἐλπίς: 
ὡς μένουσι τοι̂ς ἡδέσι χρω̂νται.” Online at: http://www.stoa.org/sol-entries/epsilon/913, 
trans. Marcelo Boeri.

19 On this, see the introduction.
20 Feldman and Snyder, “Hope and Meaningful life”; Lazarus, “Hope: An Emotion”, 655.
21 Cojocaru, Byzantine Childhood, 78–81.
22 With the exception of the Isaurian legislation Ekloga (eighth century), which raised the 

legal age of marriage by one year, the legal age of marriage throughout Byzantine history 
remained 12 for girls and 14 for boys.

23 Eustathios Rhomaios, a judge at the imperial court, explains these early arrangements by 
noting that most fathers were likely to die before their offspring’s marriage, prompting them 
to hasten the process to secure their children’s future (Peira 17.14). Similarly, Psellos cites 
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strategies he employed to maintain hope during crises, provides a window 
into how Byzantine families navigated the uncertainty of their children’s 
futures and the survival of their lineages.

In such moments of crises, hope does not stand alone, but it is part of 
a constellation of emotions associated with unfortunate events, including 
fear, anxiety, despair, and helplessness. Hope helps individuals balance 
these feelings, allowing them to move forward and give meaning to life 
despite tragedy. As I will argue, for Psellos, hope must have played a sig-
nificant role in mitigating the negative emotions associated with Styliane’s 
illness and death, eventually inspiring planning for the future, and offering 
him a way to move forward with his life and find meaning in adversity.24

The Dynamics of Hope in the Funeral Oration 
for Styliane

In Byzantine tradition, the dead were commemorated on the third, ninth, 
and fortieth days after their passing, as well as on their first anniversary. As 
scholars have argued, the intense emotional tone adopted by Psellos in this 
work and the frequent visits to her grave suggest that the oration for 
Styliane was probably recited at her grave on her fortieth day commemo-
ration.25 The commemorative period during the first month after death 
was associated with the gradual separation of the soul from the body. It 
was believed that on the fortieth day, the soul would ultimately settle in 
the place assigned to it until the resurrection of the dead.26 On this occa-
sion, family and friends would gather beside the tomb of the deceased, 
where a priest would recite specific prayers. Additionally, extra-liturgical 
compositions, such as this one, could be performed by a relative.27

the same reason for arranging the early marriage of his adopted daughter, as I will show later 
in this chapter.

24 On hope as a fundamental component of a meaningful life, see Feldman and Snyder, 
“Hope and Meaningful life”, and Feldman, “The Meaning of Hope”. See also the 
introduction.

25 Contrary to Talbot, “The Death and Commemoration”, 294, who suggests that the text 
was likely written for the first anniversary of her passing, I agree with Agapitos, “Private and 
public death”, 580 n. 114, and Jouanno, Michel Psellos. Portraits de famille, 185, who argue 
that it was more likely recited soon after her death.

26 Dagron, “Troisième”, 419–430.
27 Brooks, “Commemoration of the Dead”, 212. According to de Meester, Liturgia bizan-

tina, 121, the memorial service for children older than seven at the time of death was similar 
to that used for adults, whereas for those who died before reaching the age of seven, it dif-
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The epitaphios for Styliane follows the literary standards established by 
Menander Rhetor in the late third century regarding how to compose a 
funeral speech and what emotional elements it should include. Menander 
outlines three essential elements that a funerary speech should incorpo-
rate: lamentation, consolation, and prayer or exhortation. These elements 
served as the foundation for crafting a speech that not only honoured the 
deceased but also addressed the emotional needs of those who were griev-
ing. The approach to lamentation had to be tailored based on whether the 
speaker was a relative of the deceased and how long after the person’s 
death the speech was to be delivered. If the speaker was a family member, 
the lamentation was naturally more personal and emotionally charged. 
Additionally, timing played a crucial role: in the immediate aftermath of a 
death, the speech had to reflect the fresh grief of the mourners, but as time 
passed, the speech would evolve from a deeply emotional lament to a for-
mal encomium, shifting its focus to honouring the deceased’s virtues and 
achievements. However, Menander also recognized that the relationship 
between the speaker and the deceased significantly influences the speech’s 
emotional tone. If the speaker was a relative, the grief and sorrow associ-
ated with the loss might persist even after a considerable period. In such 
cases, Menander suggested that the speech should retain its emotional 
intensity, with a continuous emphasis on lamentation.28

As scholars have already noted, the funeral oration for Styliane com-
bines elements not only from ἐπιτάφιος but also from μονῳδία, two differ-
ent rhetorical genres, though closely related.29 The monody’s purpose was 
to lament and express pity, as Menander explained, and it was primarily 
intended for young people. Consequently, if the deceased was young, the 
lamentation would focus on their age (how young they were), their nature 
(how gifted they were and the hopes they inspired), and the tragedy of 
their untimely death.30 Additionally, the relationship between the speaker 
and the deceased was crucial. If the deceased was a close relative, the 
speaker was expected to lament personally, emphasizing their own loss and 
their feelings of desolation. Thus, the close family connection to the 
departed rendered the speech even more emotionally charged than usual. 

fered slightly: no kollyba, a special cake made of boiled wheat that symbolized the human 
body, was offered in their remembrance.

28 Menander, Treatise II, The funeral speech, 173.
29 Jouanno et al., Michel Psellos. Portraits de famille, 188.
30 Menander, Treatise II, The monody, 203.
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Both genres place a central emphasis on lamentation and feelings of grief, 
and Psellos’s oration for his daughter has been predominantly analysed 
through this lens. However, as I will show, hope plays a significant role in 
the overall construction of the lament for Styliane, which encompasses 
two opposing dimensions: worldly and transcendental.

Following Menander’s instructions, which dictate that an emotional 
funeral speech for the recently deceased should be structured around the 
headings of encomia—family, birth, nature, nurture, education, and 
accomplishments—each infused with emotions, Psellos moves his audi-
ence from the very beginning of his speech by giving voice to the deep 
grief he feels over the loss of his daughter: “My innards are all twisted up, 
my heart is rent asunder, and I am everywhere falling to pieces, pushed 
deeper into depression by the memory of her” (§3).31

Moving forward with the laudatory part of the oration, Psellos presents 
Styliane’s family, birth, infancy, and childhood, followed by a lengthy 
physiognomic ekphrasis, in which he praises his daughter’s symmetry and 
harmony of the body (§16–26). It is here, through his detailed description 
of Styliane’s perfect physical qualities, that Psellos introduces his hopes for 
her future: “These things first aroused and encouraged and then excited 
high hopes for her marriage” (§27).32 After listing another set of physical 
qualities, Psellos immediately reaffirms his hopes: “these things, then, per-
suaded me that I was not wrong to expect that her name would be on 
everyone’s lips, that she would be praised and admired by many of those 
in high station, and that her hand would be sought in marriage” (§27).33

While adhering to the rhetorical conventions of the genre, which use 
hopes and expectations to highlight the contrast between the envisioned 
future and the actual loss, we are, precisely through this technique, allowed 
to see what future Psellos imagined for his daughter. At a rhetorical level, 
his hopes for marriage were grounded in the evaluations of Stylianes’ qual-
ities. It was not just a desire to marry her off, but a strong confidence that 
she would have been a great match for any young high-born man, a con-
fidence that nourished his expectation for a positive outcome. However, in 
real life situations, this strategy for securing an advantageous marriage was 

31 I follow here the structure of Kaldellis’s translation, while providing the Greek text based 
on Sathas’s edition (63.7–9): “ἀναστρέφεται γάρ μου τὰ σπλάγχνα, καὶ ἡ καρδία σπαράσσεται, 
καὶ συγκλονoῦμαι διόλου, τῇ περί ταύτης μνήμῃ συνωθούμενος πρὸς τὸ λυπηρότερον”.

32 Sathas (73.9–10): “Τᾶυτα μὲν πρῶτον ἀνεπτέρουν καὶ διανίστων καὶ πρὸς γαμήλιους 
ἐλπίδας ἠρέθιζον”.

33 Sathas (73.17–20).
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very much present in middle-upper class families in medieval Byzantium. 
It benefitted not only the young bride but also both families, forging an 
alliance that could strengthen political and economic ties. Perhaps more 
importantly, for the Byzantine aristocracy, it could provide access 
to power.34

Two chapters later, Psellos revisits the theme of hope, offering a deeper 
reflection on the close connection between a parent’s love for their child 
and the aspirations they hold for their children’s future. He vividly 
describes the joy that filled his heart as he watched her grow, each new 
achievement fuelling his optimism for her future:

I rejoiced at these things and was full of joy at the good fortune of my child; 
indeed, I was quite beside myself. My high hopes for her were constantly 
surpassing themselves and becoming ever brighter. She kindled an inner 
flame in her parents, and my soul was captivated by her ever-greater growth 
and progress, carried away by hope (§29).35

For Psellos, hope becomes a dynamic and evolving force, growing stron-
ger with each new sign of Styliane’s potential. The greater the joy Styliane 
instilled in his heart, the stronger Psellos’s hope grew. To justify his hopes 
and expectations in front of his audience, he next insists on his daughter’s 
moral character, which the listener apprehends from the description of her 
spiritual devotion to God, displayed through her frequent visits to church 
and participation in religious services. Moreover, her compassion and gen-
erosity, her skill in the art of embroidery, and her decorous behaviour were 
what gave her parents confidence in Styliane’s bright future. All these 
qualities were, in Psellos’ opinion, the virtues of a proper maiden. Securing 
a suitable marriage partner depended very much on the social standing of 
both girls’ and boys’ families, as well as the moral virtues the future part-
ners possessed, while the external appearance may have mattered to a cer-
tain degree only in the case of girls.36

34 Laiou, Mariage, 23–33.
35 Sathas (74.14–19): “Τούτοις ἐγώ γεγηθώς, καὶ περιχαρὴς τῷ τῆς παιδὸς εὐτυχήματι ὤν, 

οὐκ εἶχον ὅσ τις καὶ γένωμαι, ἀεὶ με τῶν περὶ αὐτῆς κρειττόνων ἐλπίδων διαδεχομένων πρὸς τὸ 
φαιδρότερον, καὶ τὰ πατρῷα σπλάγχνα παρὰ ταῦτῃ ἀναφλεγόντων, καὶ τῶν τῆς ἡλικίας μειζόνων 
βαθμῶν καὶ ἀναβάσεων τὴν ἐμὴν ἀνακτωμένων ψυχὴν καὶ πρὸς τὸ εὔελπι μεταφερόντων”.

36 External appearance seems to have been extremely important for the young candidates 
for marrying Byzantine princes, at least from the late eighth century until the early tenth, as 
they are said to have been chosen through a “bride-show”, based on specific criteria.

8  FAMILY CRISES AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF HOPE: THE CASE… 



178

Psellos vividly remembers her tender embraces and kisses, linking 
Styliane’s love for her parents to his burgeoning hopes for her bridal 
future. His little girl was “a consolation, a comfort in misfortune, a cure of 
the incurable, a transformation of grief, and a release from cares” (§30). 
Styliane’s role as a source of solace and support for Psellos aligns with the 
broader societal expectation that children would look after their parents, 
offering emotional and practical support as part of their filial duties.

Psellos’s hopes begin to dissolve, giving way to distress and terror, as 
Styliane falls ill with an incurable disease. He describes the horrifying 
transformation of his daughter’s once perfect beauty into a grotesque and 
formless mass of flesh, swollen and disfigured by numerous sores. For her, 
medicine had proven its limits, and no other human remedy was of any 
avail.37 The only remaining hope was in God’s assistance, as Psellos con-
tends that placing trust in doctors, rather than seeking divine help, was 
misguided. By shifting his focus to higher hopes, he gives the impression 
that he accepts God’s unfathomable decision to allow some, like Styliane, 
to succumb to illness while restoring health to others. The disease, he 
explains, is a divine sign by which mortality is acknowledged as part of the 
human condition.38

On the twentieth day, hope that his daughter would survive this terrible 
disease was revived when the sores dried up and dropped from her body 
(§35). This feeling, however, did not last long, as the disease struck even 
harder, throwing Psellos into utter despair when he realized the gravity of 
the situation and the upcoming death of his beloved daughter.

Grief is manifested through tears that constantly flow (αἰείρρουν τὸ 
δάκρυον); everyone present at Styliane’s deathbed shares the suffering of 
the parents, “as loving parents of their own children grieved along with us, 
understanding the depth of our sorrow from their own experiences” 
(§36).39 They could empathize with Psellos, for they have gone through 
the same experience. This gathering of relatives, friends, and servants at 
Styliane’s deathbed forms an immediate emotional community, united by 
the visceral proximity of the tragedy. Their shared grief, grounded in the 

37 The contrast between physicians’ incompetence and the efficacy of saints’ healing pow-
ers is a recurrent motif in hagiographical literature; on this, see Kazhdan, “The Image of the 
Medical Doctor”, 45–49.

38 Psellos makes use of the theological doctrine “on the limit of life”, following Basil of 
Caesarea, as noted by Agapitos in “Private and Public Death”, 601.

39 Sathas (79.17–19): “συνέπασχον γὰρ ἡμῖν οἷα κἀκεῖνοι φιλότεκνοί τε καὶ φιλόπαιδες, καὶ 
ἀντιμετροῦντες ἐκ τῶν οἰκείων παθῶν τὰ ἡμέτερα”.
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collective experience of losing children, reflects the emotional norms that 
allow grief to be openly performed and communally validated. This shared 
understanding of what it is like to lose one’s own child not only provided 
a framework for interpreting the tragedy but also offered a culturally 
appropriate way to process emotions, helping the community navigate 
such crises together.

So deeply distressed was Psellos that he started to search for explana-
tions—whether medical or theological—to make sense of the situation.40 
Despite his expressed belief in divine providence and the apparent readi-
ness not to contest the divine decisions, he could not help himself from 
asking why God did not have pity on her, why she had to die at such a 
young age while others, despite living “in wickedness and evil” reach an 
old age, why all the prayers they addressed to saints and God found no 
answer, and why He overlooked the agony and turmoil of the parents, and 
took the girl who was their only child and their only consolation (§39).

The climax of his grief came on the final day of Styliane’s short life 
when she died surrounded by the members of the household, all weeping 
and striking their chests, wishing to die along with her. This ritual lament 
finds its root in the classical tradition of female mourning, where violent 
gestures such as lacerating the cheeks, beating the breast, pulling one’s 
hair are displayed at someone’s death.41 Her death leaves Psellos deeply 
distressed – he feels “dejected and sullen and, hardly differing from a dead 
man”, “delirious with pain” (κραιπαλῶ τῷ πάθει), and he does not know 
how to make this suffering end (οὐκ ἔχω πῶς παύσω τὴν ἀλγηδόνα). Of all 
misfortunes people experience in life, the most painful one is losing their 
children:

But as for our children, because they are our flesh and bones, as Scripture 
says, born from our own essence, it is not possible for the lament over their 
deaths to be conditional or for the soul to ever cease being wounded by the 
barbs and red-hot nails of that pain (§48).42

40 For Gregory of Nyssa, grief is a passion which paralyzes the soul, rendering it incapable 
of philosophical reflections; on this, Smith, “Macrina”, 44.

41 The display of grief through violent gestures was strongly criticized by the Church 
Fathers, as it signified not only a lack of decorum, but also a lack of faith; see Maguire, “The 
Depiction of Sorrow”, especially 128–132.

42 Sathas (86.12–16): “αἱ δὲ τῶν τέκνων, ἐπειδὴ σάρκες ἡμῖν εἰσὶ καὶ ὀστᾶ, κατὰ τὴν Γραφήν, 
ἐκ τῆς ἡμῶν οὐσίας ἀπογεννώμενα, οὐκ ἔστιν ὡς μή οὐχί ἀδιάπταιστον ποιεῖσθαι τὸν περὶ τῆς 
αὐτῶν ἐκδημίας θρῆνον, καὶ τοῖς ἐκεῖθεν κέντροις καὶ πεπυρωμένοις ἧλοῖς τὴν ψυχὴν αἰωνίως 
κατατιτρώσκεσθαι”.
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Amidst bursts of sorrow and grief, Psellos incorporates Christian beliefs, 
declaring his consoling thought that God “has prepared a pleasant meadow 
for her repose” and that she enjoys her afterlife in Paradise,43 stainless and 
pure, undefiled by bodily human intercourse. His earthly hopes to secure 
a profitable marriage arrangement for his daughter have materialized at a 
higher level, for she entered the heavenly bridal chamber.44

The consolation is further reinforced by two dream-visions that Styliane 
had during her suffering. In the first dream she had, Styliane saw a woman 
holding an infant whose sign of the cross appeared on his head. Holding a 
branch in each hand, the woman approached Styliane’s bed, laid down next 
to her and then got up to leave. When Styliane asked for one of the branches, 
the woman gave her the smaller one and refused to hand over the larger 
branch when asked. The woman was interpreted by Psellos as being the 
Virgin Mary with the infant Jesus, and the small branch she gave to Styliane 
represented the brevity of the girl’s life and her sudden death (§45–46).

In the second dream, which is voiced by the girl, Styliane was initially 
barred from entering a garden by a man holding a set of keys, but eventu-
ally gained access there where she found a huge man surrounded by ser-
vants dressed in white. Two young men brought a sick baby to the huge 
man, who took the baby in his lap and healed her. This dream, interpreted 
by Psellos as prophetic, foreshadows Styliane’s death and her ascent to 
Paradise. Each of the characters described by Styliane is recognized by 
Psellos: the man with the keys is the apostle Peter, the white servants and 
the two men with the baby are angels, bringing the soul (represented by 
the baby) to God (§42–44).45 The two visions incorporated by Psellos in 
the oration may be seen within the framework of Byzantine religious and 
cultural scripts for which the real, ultimate hope was the hope of life after 
death. On a theological level, this is epitomized in the vision of Paradise, 
where Styliane’s soul is received by God. On a cultural and emotional 
level, this higher hope provided the Byzantine parents like Psellos with a 
mechanism to find meaning in death and cope with grief. The end of his 
speech, although imbued with sorrow, gives voice to the hope that she 
would visit her parents in their dreams, so that they might find some relief 
from their distress.

43 See also Nissi and Andriollo in this volume.
44 This idea is emphasized for instance in Photios’s letter to his brother Tarasios, who lost 

his daughter before marriage, in White, “Photios”.
45 The dreams are not described in chronological order. On this aspect, see Agapitos, 

“Private and Public Death”, 602–604.
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As a funerary oration, the text is infused with a wide range of emotions 
that Psellos expressed in connection with his only child: pride and joy 
related to her beauty, virtues and the moral character she developed in 
childhood; high hopes and expectations for a bright future; fear that she 
would die; hope that she will recover when the sores started to dry out and 
fall from her body; despair when her sickness worsened; grief when she 
died and was buried soon after; misery and desolation following her death; 
and finally, hope that she found peace in God’s abode and that they will be 
reunited again in afterlife.

An important characteristic of hope, as evoked by Psellos, are the dif-
ferent levels of temporality it encompasses. The hopes that Psellos, like 
other Byzantine parents, placed in his daughter were grounded in rational 
calculations and socio-economic expectations regarding the potential 
paths an elite young girl’s life could take. While worldly, these were long-
term hopes, which, in the context of the oration, are only one layer of its 
emotional charge, especially when contrasted with another kind of worldly 
hope of a more immediate nature: the hope against hope kindled by the 
apparent favourable turn of Styliane’s illness. In this latter circumstance, 
hope is intense, short-term, and much more focused on the basic desire 
for his daughter to live. Both kinds of worldly hopes, once thwarted by the 
girl’s death, make way for the longest-term, transcendental hopes— the 
hope for her resurrection in the afterlife, accompanied by a quasi-worldly 
hope for Psellos to see his daughter in dreams. Beyond the temporal scope 
covered by the oration, the next text I will analyse reveals the fluid tempo-
rality of hope that extends beyond Styliane’s death.

Hope and Strategies for the Future After 
Styliane’s Demise

How did Psellos manage to continue with his life after such a heart-
breaking loss? What remained of his imagined future and his earthly hopes 
of having an heir to ensure the continuity of his family? As I have shown, 
the lost hope for an advantageous marriage that would secure Styliane’s 
future is an important theme of the funeral oration, upon which Psellos 
builds his account of grief. Yet, beyond the rhetorical framework of the 
oration—where the contrast between the child’s potential and the parents’ 
unfulfilled expectations is highly emphasized—the text offers a glimpse 
into a broader social reality of medieval Byzantium: children were central 
to the strategies of survival and continuity in the most concrete form. 
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Reaching adulthood provided the opportunity to start a family and give 
birth to the future generation.

Beyond this concrete form of continuity, the survival of children into 
adulthood came with parental expectations that their offspring would offer 
them emotional support in old age, would provide some financial security 
when necessary, and ensure that norms and traditions were transmitted to 
the future generation. These expectations are also voiced in legislation. The 
Novels XXVI and XXVII, issued by Emperor Leo VI (886–912), which 
granted eunuchs and women the right to adopt, emphasize the importance 
of marriage as a gift from God that enables the perpetuation of humankind 
through children. More than that, children grant parents many great joys: 
they are the consolation of parents, especially in old age. With the help of 
children, the weight of old age is lightened, and no one should be deprived 
of this treasure (i.e. children). The benefit that can be drawn from having a 
child, Leo asserts, consists above all in their taking care of their aged par-
ents. For the poor, poverty is lighter with the help of children, whereas the 
rich benefit from their help in administering the family’s wealth.46 The 
death of a child, especially an only child, posed a significant obstacle to 
families’ plans and expectations for their survival and continuity beyond the 
current generation.47 The main solution at hand was adoption,48 an action 
undertaken by Psellos himself a short while after Styliane’s death. 
Information about this course of action is offered by a court memorandum 
(hypomnêma), apparently written by Psellos himself.49

The document, issued in 1056, concerns the dissolution of the mar-
riage contract that Psellos had arranged, and it is through the details he 
provides that we learn he adopted a girl not long after the death of Styliane. 
This adopted girl, whose name is not revealed in the document but is 
mentioned elsewhere as Euphemia, revived Psellos’s hopes of ensuring the 
continuation of his family line and securing a good future for her. Hope 
thus becomes a motivational force that makes Psellos take action early in 
her case, for as Psellos explains, he was planning far ahead for her betrothal 
so that she might enjoy the best possible future. Euphemia was assumed 
to be around 9 years old, while her fiancé was twice her age. This early 

46 Novel XXVI, 103; Novel XXVII, 107, ed. Noailles-Dain.
47 Cojocaru, Byzantine Childhood, 67–70.
48 On adoption in Byzantium, see Macrides, “Kinship by Arrangement”.
49 See the discussion in the introduction to the memorandum’s translation by Jenkins, 

“The Court Memorandum”, 141–145.
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arrangement was made by Psellos fearing that he would not live long 
enough to see his adopted child’s future secured and being aware that the 
good fortune he enjoyed at that time might not last forever.50

The search for a suitable candidate for his adopted daughter’s hand is 
clearly voiced in the document: he turned down many who held offices, or 
came from families of noble lineage. The groom he chose for his daughter 
was a young man named Elpidios,51 the son of a high official, the proto-
spatharios Joannes Kenkres. As stipulated by law, the negotiations between 
the two families resulted in a contract which regulated the dowry provided 
by Psellos for his daughter and the hypobolon, the husband’s contribu-
tion.52 The contract also included a penalty clause in order to discourage 
the dissolution of the engagement until the girl could be legally married at 
the age of 12. Psellos’s generosity translated into his immediate arrange-
ments to place his future son-in-law in full possession of his daughter’s 
dowry. Moreover, he used his influence and connections at the imperial 
court to have the young man promoted with various honorific titles that 
he purchased for Elipidios.53

Psellos’s actions ultimately proved to be a poor investment, as his future 
son-in-law led a disreputable life and completely ignored his fiancée. Despite 
Psellos’s hopes for the young man’s reform, the situation remained 
unchanged. He initially appealed to Empress Theodora, who had ascended 
to the throne after the death of Emperor Constantine Monomachos in 
1055. She directed him to a tribunal, where he subsequently presented his 
case and obtained the annulment of engagement. Following the dissolution, 
Psellos was required to pay a penalty as mandated by law: since the engage-
ment was ended by the bride’s family, they had to return the groom’s gift, 
which amounted to about half of the dowry, along with an additional sum.

The actions taken after Styliane’s death, as reflected in this judicial doc-
ument, offer a glimpse into Psellos’s approach to managing the crisis 
caused by his biological daughter’s untimely death. On a personal level, 
this decision may have been a significant emotional response to the loss of 
Styliane, particularly since Euphemia, the adopted child, was roughly the 
same age as Styliane at the time of her death. Socially, however, the 

50 The Court Memorandum (hypomnêma), 148.
51 The name “Elpidios” means “the one who brings hope”, once again illustrating the idea 

of children as carriers of hope for their families.
52 Laiou, Mariage, 17.
53 The Court Memorandum (hypomnêma), 149–150.
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adoption was a strategic move to fulfil the societal expectations regarding 
the need for an heir to ensure the continuity of the family line and property.

Moreover, the subsequent marriage arrangements reflect a strategy to 
enhance both social and economic standing. By negotiating the contract 
with the Kenkres family, Psellos sought to bolster the prestige of his own 
family, by securing the elevation of the social and financial status of the 
future couple through the titles he bought for his future son-in-law. 
Although the engagement contract was binding, it could be broken under 
certain circumstances, allowing families to find better arrangements. This 
practice is evident in Psellos’s case. After securing the dissolution of the 
engagement, he sought more suitable suitors for Euphemia. From his per-
sonal letters regarding his family, we learn that Euphemia eventually mar-
ried a magistros54 and gave birth to Psellos’s beloved grandson, a child 
who would, in turn, carry and pass on the torch of hope for the future to 
his own progeny.55

Conclusions

By reading these two texts—belonging to completely different genres—
and considering the circumstances and actions associated with them 
through the lens of hope, we gain insight into the crucial role played by 
this ever-present yet elusive emotion, along with the social practices linked 
to it, in Byzantine society. The moments of high emotional tension in the 
funeral oration and the pragmatic aspects of strategic investment in one’s 
progeny reflected in the court memorandum provide ample material to 
trace the trajectory of Psellos’s earthly hopes. These hopes evolved from 
his initial desire for his biological daughter to live a good life through an 
advantageous marriage—thereby ensuring the continuation of his lineage 
and extended self—to their transfer to his adopted daughter after the sud-
den illness and death of his own child. This trajectory is instantiated in the 

54 Letter S146 in Kaldellis, Mothers and Sons, 170–171. On the possible identification of 
Euphemia’s husband, see Kaldellis’s introduction, 16, with further references.

55 In a letter written by Psellos to Ioannes Doukas (S72  in Kaldellis, Mothers and Sons, 
172–173), Psellos calls this much-awaited grandson “another Psellos”. On his grandchild, 
see the touching letter that Psellos wrote for him when the baby was only three months old, 
163–165. The grandson survived to adulthood, as is evident in a letter of Theophylaktos 
Hephaistos, archbishop of Bulgaria (Letter 27  in Kaldellis, Mothers and Sons, 177–178), 
addressed to Gregorios Kamateros sometime in the late 1070s, seeking a position for the 
young man who had fallen on hard times.
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social actions he took to realize these hopes, including her betrothal, the 
eventual dissolution of that betrothal, and her subsequent marriage. 
Ultimately, these efforts culminated in the birth of his grandson, a child 
who would ensure Psellos’s symbolic survival beyond death. Yet, along-
side these earthly hopes, there was always the ultimate hope for spiritual 
survival and resurrection at the Second Coming, which underlies every 
social action and worldly hope. After all, the only certain endpoint of peo-
ple’s worldly hopes and desires was death, and while Styliane’s early demise 
was grieved as too soon and too tragic, it was ultimately processed by 
Psellos and his emotional community of grieving relatives and fellow par-
ents through the cultural scripts of Byzantine society—the transcendental 
hope for eternal life.

Psellos’s personal tragedy of losing his daughter at a young age is one 
of the many examples of bereavement found in Byzantine sources across 
the centuries. If we look at other grieving parents besides Psellos, we can 
see similar dynamics of hope centred on children, reflecting a culturally 
dominant discourse. Metaphors of children as parents’ hopes abound in 
Byzantine miracle narratives. Many of them record parents who hoped to 
have children and prayed ardently for their birth, good health, and survival 
into adulthood.56 Two centuries before Psellos, another father stood on 
the verge of losing his only surviving child, a two-year-old girl. In an emo-
tional plea addressed to St. Theodora of Thessalonike, the hagiographer 
imagined the father’s anguish at the prospect of his child’s death, depicting 
how he desperately prayed for a miracle while emphasizing his hopes for 
her survival:

Mother, why do you not heed the sound of my wailing? … For death is try-
ing like a lion to snatch away the child that I hoped to have through your 
intercessions, now that she is growing up. Why do you not entreat the mer-
ciful Christ our God on her behalf to grant her to you to be a source of joy 
and pride for those who have faithfully placed their hope in you?57

56 Cojocaru, Byzantine Childhood, 67–74.
57 Miracles of Theodora of Thessalonike 14: “ἵνα τί, μῆτερ, οὐκ ἀκούεις τῆς φωνῆς τοῦ 

κλαυθμοῦ μου; … ἵνα τί τὸν θάνατον ὡς λέοντα ἐπισπᾶν τὸ παιδίον, ὃ ἤλπισα εἶναι διὰ τῶν σοῦ 
ἐντευξεων, νῦν ὅτε ἀνδρῶν ἡλικίας ἔφθασεν; ἵνα τί οὐ παρακαλεῖς τὸν ἐλεήμονα Χριστὸν τὸν 
Θεόν ἡμῶν ὑπὲρ αὐτῆς ὅπως αὐτὴν σοι ἐπαγαγῇς εἰς χαρὰν καὶ καύχημα τῶν πιστῶς ἐλπίζοντων 
ἐν σοὶ;” English trans. Talbot 2009, 230.
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In the fourteenth century, Theodore Metochites poignantly reflected on 
the turmoil of his life, counting among his personal misfortunes: “the sud-
den mortal end of my dearest younger children, remarkable for their 
beauty and intelligence, upon whom I looked with sweetness, with good 
hopes being poured around my heart”.58 What Metochites hoped for his 
children was that “they may have an easy life, one painless, unscathed by 
enemies, and insofar as possible, respectable and illustrious”.59 To these 
worldly aspirations of a Byzantine elite man, Metochites added another 
dimension to the hopes parents placed on their children:

These latter (i.e. parents) strive insatiably to attain good things for their 
children, thinking to have to thence eternal goods fοr themselves through 
their dear children; for through our children we mortal men still live even 
after we have left this life… When we ourselves are dead, they are yet alive 
and immortal, for in them we live an immortal life.60

These examples, particularly the last one, not only illustrate the hopes 
parents have for their children’s futures, but also encapsulate their desires 
for their own legacies to endure through their offspring. In other words, 
children served as a means to alleviate the existential anxiety caused by 
death, embodying a hope for immortality and the continuity of the self.

What is particular to Psellos, and perhaps to other Byzantine families 
experiencing such crises, is the roller-coaster-like trajectory of emotions, 
oscillating between faith in God’s plan and grief at the suffering of a 
beloved child. In this dynamic, hope played a double-edged role: on one 
hand, prompting expectations of a positive outcome even when death 
seemed near; on the other hand, plunging the grieving family members in 
an even deeper despair when considering the implications for the survival 
of the lineage. Yet, hope also showed a way out of the grief accompanying 

58 Theodore Metochites, Poems to himself XV (ed. and trans. Featherstone, 50): “ἄμφι 
τέκεων, τί δ’ ἂν ἔπειτ’ ἐρέω θανάσιμα ταχινά τέρμαθ’ ὁπλοτέρων δὴ φιλτάτων μοι ἄμφω, ἠμεν 
ἄρα φυὰν ἠδέ τε νοῦν ἀγήτωv, οἷσιν ἐγὼν μάλ’ ἤραον γλυκερόν ἠδ’ ἐμόν ἦτορ ἀμφικέχυτ’ ἐλπίδας 
ἔχοντος ἐνὶ σφίσιν ἐσθλάς”.

59 Theodore Metochites, Poems to himself XV (ed. and trans. Featherstone, 50), lines 
320–322.

60 Theodore Metochites, Poems to himself XV (ed. and trans. Featherstone, 52): “τοί γ’ 
άκόρητ’ αγαθά μογέουσι τεοῖς τεκέεσσιv, αθάνατα σφίσιν ένθεν έωυτοῖς ὀΐοvτες ἔμμεν’ αγαθά δι’ 
ἅρα φίλοισι τεοῖς τεκέεσσιv⋅ ἁμφί γὰρ ἡμέτεροισιv ἕτ’ αὗ ζώμεv τεκέεσσι καὶ βιότοιο τελεύταντες 
μέροπες δὴ βρουτοί … ἐπεὶ γ’ εὔασ’ αὐτοῖς ἄμμες τεθνεώτες ζῶντες ἀθάνατοι τε, ὅττι κ’ ἐνι σφίσι 
διάδοχ’ ἀθάνατα ζώομες ῥά”.

  O.-M. COJOCARU



187

such family crises. It spurred mourning parents to take action to ensure 
the family’s continuation—whether through having more children or 
adopting others, arranging their betrothals, or securing their social and 
economic status as much as possible. In this sense, hope made the 
Byzantines a future-oriented society, with expectations of a better future 
projected onto their children. For this reason, I suggest that mentions of 
hope such as the ones highlighted in Psellos’s oration should not be seen 
as mere stylistic devices or as theological or philosophical commonplaces, 
but as windows, however blurry, to the lived experience of an emotion 
that was central to Byzantine culture: hope, both as a catalyst that stoked 
the fire of grief and as one that healed it by prompting concrete action.
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CHAPTER 9

Earthly Ambitions and Otherworldly Hopes 
in Twelfth-Century Constantinople: Nicholas 

Kallikles’ Funerary Epigrams 
for the Komnenian Elite

Luisa Andriollo

In Byzantium, as in other societies past and present, the experience of 
bereavement and the prospect of one’s own mortality were major sources 
of anxiety: they triggered concerns about material posterity and spiritual 
futurity, at both the individual and the collective level.1 Objects and texts 
related to funerary practices and burial sites provide the most immediate 

1 Feldman and Snyder, “Hope”, 403–404.
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and self-conscious evidence of human attitudes towards death and the 
afterlife. Funerary epigrams, in particular, tend to express socially shared 
beliefs and socially authorised emotions. By condensing individual history 
and projecting it into the broader dimension of family memory, verse epi-
taphs hint at hope not only as a personal emotion, but also as a driving 
force behind intergenerational endeavours to counter the impermanence 
of individual lives.

The funerary epigrams of Nicholas Kallikles, a physician and poet at the 
court of Alexios I Komnenos (1081–1118) and his heir John II 
(1118–1143), provide significant evidence in this regard.2 They were writ-
ten for members of the ruling dynasty and the court aristocracy, a restricted 
elite linked by blood and marriage, largely overlapping with the extended 
imperial kinship. They thus shed light on how hope was constructed by a 
specific privileged social group, in response to what Ernesto De Martino 
has called a “crisis of the presence” (crisi della presenza).3 The latter implies 
an irreparable absence—the detachment from earthly things and bonds for 
the deceased, and the loss suffered by the surviving kinsfolk and friends. 
In such circumstances hope emerges as a complex emotional conglomer-
ate. Experienced individually as a cognitive process, a wilful attitude and a 
feeling, it was enacted as a set of strategies operating at different levels of 
reality. Hope could be associated with beliefs about the afterlife, aspira-
tions for family continuity and prestige, and the reassertion of group iden-
tity; it was articulated differently, depending on the gender, age and social 
status of the subjects involved.

Grief, Hope and Poetry in Byzantium: The State 
of Research

Unlike comparable sources from classical antiquity,4 texts dealing with 
grief and mourning in Byzantium have generally not been considered as 
evidence for the history of hope as an emotion and a cultural construct. 
Yet, there is no lack of research on mourning, grief and sorrow in 
Byzantium. An interest in the bodily expressions of grief, particularly in 
the meaning of tears, inspired the pioneering studies of Henry Maguire 

2 On the author, see the introduction to the edition by Roberto Romano (Callicle, Poems 
13–16) and Andriollo, “Epigrams on a Saint George”, 1303–1304.

3 De Martino, Morte e pianto rituale, 15–25.
4 See Harper in this volume.
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and Évelyne Patlagean.5 Martin Hinterberger has also devoted insightful 
discussion to the same emotions and bodily symptoms.6 Recent publica-
tions on the history of emotions in antiquity and Byzantium also include 
contributions on tears, mourning and the literary evidence for them; some 
studies have focused specifically on the gendered dimension of grief.7

However, the role of hope in this context has received only cursory, if 
any, attention. Susan Ashbrook Harvey and Maria Doerfler, for example, 
have shown that late antique homiletics and hymnography in Greek and 
Syriac provided biblical models of parental grief with which the congrega-
tion could identify.8 They suggest that the faithful found in liturgical par-
ticipation not only an opportunity to have their individual emotions 
validated and collectively expressed, but also a prospect of hope.9 Indeed, 
biblical dramas often implied a positive resolution through divine mercy, 
as in the story of Isaac’s sacrifice, while the liturgy offered a redemptive 
culmination in the Eucharist. Although Ashbrook Harvey and Doerfler do 
not elaborate on this point, it can be argued that late antique liturgical 
literature conveyed a Christian pedagogy of hope in the face of death and 
bereavement. This was pursued cognitively, through scriptural analogy 
and identification with biblical models, and performatively, through col-
lective liturgical participation in the divine mysteries. The question is 
whether similar dynamics of hope can be discerned in the context of indi-
vidual mourning rituals, and whether funerary epigrams contain indica-
tions of them.

Byzantine epigrammatic poetry, in turn, has attracted increasing atten-
tion from philologists and art historians in recent years. This reflects a 
growing interest in the performative dimension of Byzantine literature 
and the interaction between texts, objects and viewers/readers.10 While 
the emotional content of Byzantine epigrams has been discussed, hope has 
generally been overlooked in favour of other emotions such as pothos and 

5 Maguire, “Depiction of Sorrow”; Patlagean, “Pleurer à Byzance”.
6 Hinterberger, “Emotions in Byzantium”, 129–130; Id. “Messages from the Soul”.
7 Bernard, “Emotional Communities”; Doerfler, “Emotional Communities”; Maguire, 

“Grief and Joy”. On the gendered dimension of grief, Constantinou and Meyer, Emotions 
and Gender, 35–107.

8 Doerfler, “Emotional Communities”; Ashbrook Harvey, “Guiding Grief”.
9 Doerfler, “Emotional Communities”, 309.
10 See, among others: Rhoby, “Interactive Inscriptions”; Drpić, Epigram, Art and 

Devotion.
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charis.11 This is also true of Byzantine verse epitaphs, a literary genre that 
has not yet been the subject of comprehensive studies;12 even less has been 
done on Kallikles’ poetic corpus, although some of his poems have been 
analysed as sources for the social and cultural history of the Komnenian age.13

Open Questions and Methodological Framework

It may seem counterintuitive to search for expressions of hope in relation 
to death and mourning. Textual sources tend indeed to emphasise the 
anguish and hopelessness experienced by the surviving relatives and 
friends. Elpis, the Greek word for hope, occurs only three times in the 
entire poetic corpus attributed to Nicholas Kallikles, and only twice in his 
funerary epigrams.14 Yet, research in psychology and cultural history shows 
that hope as a cognitive construct and an emotional response is often asso-
ciated with situations of distress and uncertainty.15 Confronting death—as 
a prospect or as a fact—is not the only such situation,16 but it is certainly a 
fundamental one, affecting perceptions of the meaning of life at the indi-
vidual and collective levels.17 But what exactly are we looking for when we 
search for hope in Byzantine verse epitaphs?

Hope is commonly defined either as an emotion or, from a Christian 
perspective, as a virtue. However, there is general scholarly consensus that 
hope is “more than ‘merely’ an emotion”,18 and should be seen as a com-
plex future-oriented and goal-directed cognitive construct.19 The concept 
of emotion itself cannot be reduced to the mere experience of internal 

11 On pothos and charis, Drpić, Epigram, Art and Devotion, 296–331.
12 Lauxtermann, Byzantine Poetry, 213–227 provides the only general discussion of the 

genre (limited to the seventh to tenth centuries). See also the synthetic introduction to the 
section on tomb epigrams in Spingou, Visual Culture, 1521–1535.

13 Andriollo, “Kallikles’ Epitaph” and “Status aristocratico”.
14 Poems nr. 12, l. 6 (παρ’ ἐλπίδα), nr. 21, l. 25 (φῶς ἐλπίδος), nr. 29 l. 112 (τέλος τῶν 

έλπίδων); see the discussion below, xx
15 In classical sources as well as in Christian thought we find the idea that hope can be 

closely connected with negative predictions and feelings of uncertainty, powerlessness and 
fear. On negative connotations of hope in antiquity, Chaniotis, “Elpis” and Eidinow in this 
volume; on hope and fear in Aquinas, Pinsent “Hope as a Virtue”, 51–52.

16 Traumatic scenarios may also be connected with illnesses, wars or political crises: cf. 
Eidinow in this volume and Chaniotis, “Elpis”.

17 Feldman and Snyder “Hope”, 402–407.
18 Webber and Kock, “Early Christian Thinking”, 28.
19 Feldman and Snyder “Hope”, 402; Vuolanto in this volume.
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feelings and associated bodily states. In addition to the neurophysiological 
internal experience, emotions always involve more or less conscious cogni-
tive processes, through which situations and events are evaluated in rela-
tion to the subject, as well as a drive to action.20 To explain how hope is 
constructed in Kallikles’ epitaphs, I propose to identify three constitutive 
components.

	1.	Cognition. In a preliminary stage, negative judgments about reality 
and the future come into play: a misfortune is acknowledged, an 
imminent danger is perceived, the negative outcome of an uncertain 
situation is envisaged. Hope stems from the fact that beliefs and 
practices within the subject’s cultural context allow these judgments 
to be perceived as not irrevocable.21 One may be anticipating his/
her own death or facing the death of a loved one, and contextually 
construct both negative and positive expectations for the future. 
Future-oriented projections may have a material, emotional or spiri-
tual connotation: one may worry about the continuity and welfare of 
the family, imagine life without a loved one or consider the fate of 
the soul after death. Hoped-for goals are established and pursued in 
response to, and in dialectical relationship with, the perceived threats 
of decline, loss, damnation. This is not to say that hope is exclusively 
associated with negative feelings and judgements. Even in the con-
text of grief, the evocation of hoped-for goals can elicit positive 
emotions, such as desire, love, gratitude and joy. Hope is not an 
isolated emotional phenomenon, but it comes along with a cluster of 
inextricably intertwined emotions. At this stage, choice and willing-
ness—what psychologists define pathways and agency thought22—
are constitutive of hope. In tracking these cognitive processes in 
Kallikles’ epitaphs we can expect to encounter individual attitudes 
conditioned and shaped by the social context. We should be careful 
to assess to what extent age, gender and family roles, as well as social 
status, determined future prospects and objects of hope.

20 Hinterberger, “Emotions in Byzantium”, 123. Monique Scheer defines emotion as “an 
act situated in and composed of interdependent cognitive, somatic and social components” 
(“Are emotions?”, 219).

21 According to the psychological theories of Frankl and Becker, culture works as a buffer 
against crises of meaning, providing socially recognised values to which one can adhere or 
prospects of actual or symbolic immortality: Feldman and Snyder “Hope”, 402–404.

22 Feldman and Snyder “Hope”, 406–407.
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	2.	Perception. Emotional constructs cannot be reduced to a purely 
rational activity. Recent philosophical, anthropological and sociologi-
cal research has highlighted that emotions are never experienced in 
isolation from bodily perceptions and reactions, but should be con-
ceptualised as “embodied thoughts”.23 The body’s receptivity to 
stimuli and its responses may involve different degrees of conscious-
ness, and are modulated according to internalised codes of perception 
and display acquired through socialisation.24 Verse epitaphs provide 
verbal articulation for a significant range of emotions and their bodily 
manifestations: can we identify in our texts specific somatic expres-
sions, as well as bodily perceptions and activities associated with hope?

	3.	Agency. The cognitive and somatic activities involved in experienc-
ing an emotion most often culminate in actions that make it manifest 
and decipherable for others. In line with practice theory, these can 
be understood in terms of emotional practices, i.e. habits, rituals and 
other socially codified behaviours that serve to express, regulate and 
manipulate emotions.25 In this view, the social and performative con-
text in which funerary epigrams were seen, read or heard is crucial: 
is it possible to discern a performative dimension of hope or hopeful 
agency in the ritual actions to which these texts refer? Did the initia-
tive to have such texts composed, inscribed or performed contribute 
to the achievement of hoped-for goals? To what extent did they 
reflect socially shared rules of feeling and display? What emotional 
responses were they intended to elicit? Can they be constructed as 
tools for building communities around distinctive values, shared 
experiences and emotional bonds?26

Kallikles’ Funerary Epigrams: Context and Contents

Kallikles’ poetic activity is coterminous with the rise of the Komnenian 
dynasty to the Byzantine throne. After a decade of civil war, the Komnenians 
emerged in the early 1080s as the leading lineage in what has been called 

23 “The involvement of the body” can be regarded “as a conditio sine qua non for the defi-
nition of an act of consciousness as an emotion” (Scheer, “Are emotions?”, 198, 205).

24 Hinterberger, “Emotions in Byzantium”, 123; Scheer, “Are Emotions?”, 199–205.
25 Scheer, “Are Emotions?”, 209–217.
26 In line with the notions of emotional community (Rosenwein, Emotional Communities, 

57–78) and community of experience (Kivimäki et al., “Communities of Experience”).
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a “consortium of noble families”.27 To strengthen the dynastic grip on 
power, the first Komnenian emperors pursued a shrewd marriage policy, 
designed to absorb aristocratic rivalries, and the extended imperial family 
was elevated at the top of the social and political hierarchy.28 This reorga-
nized “elite by kin” also distinguished itself by cultivating a pronounced 
taste for letters, rhetoric and intellectualism: this became a further sign of 
social distinction and led its members to act as patrons of literati.29

Nicholas Kallikles served as the personal physician of Alexios I 
Komnenos (1081–1118) and wrote verses for both Alexios and his son, 
John II Komnenos (1118–1143).30 His closeness to the emperor seems to 
have granted him a certain influence at court; given his position, his liter-
ary engagement is not surprising, at a time when the mastery of rhetoric 
and poetry was a powerful means of self-promotion. Thirty-two poems in 
dodecasyllables have been transmitted under his name and collected in the 
latest critical edition by Roberto Romano. These are mostly epitaphs or 
dedicatory epigrams written on behalf of members of the imperial family 
and the court aristocracy.31 For the present purpose I will leave aside impe-
rial epitaphs and focus on some  funerary epigrams where relationships 
within nuclear families and married couples are centrestage. These poems 
represent a relatively wide variety of situations and dedicatees, and illus-
trate how socially constructed hierarchies and roles could shape individual 
experiences of hope.32

27 Magdalino, Empire of Manuel I, 187.
28 On the “Komnenian system”, Magdalino, Empire of Manuel I, 180–237.
29 Zagklas “How Many Verses?”; Magdalino, “Cultural Change?” This stimulated a 

remarkable increase in the production of poetic texts, which exceeded that of the immedi-
ately preceding and succeeding centuries: Jeffreys, “Why Produce Verse?”.

30 On Kallikles, above, n. 2; Skoulatos, Les personnages, 251–252; Kazhdan, “Medical 
Doctor”.

31 The largest part of these texts is included in the Anthologia Marciana, which preserves 
Kallikles’ personal collection of poetry: Spingou, “The Anonymous Poet”, 144. Smaller 
groups of poems and isolated epigrams are preserved in several manuscripts: Poems, 43–54. 
Translations are my own.

32 I do not consider poem nr. 30, which praises the skills of a certain Smyrnaios in compos-
ing an epitaph. I also exclude the epitaph for the sebastos Rogerios (nr. 19; Andriollo, 
“Kallikles’ epitaph”), where the role of the surviving relatives is less visible.
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An Inconsolable Widower

The title transmitted by the manuscript tradition describes poem nr. 22 of 
Romano’s edition as “uttered by the husband” of a deceased young 
woman identified only by her family name, Dokeiane.33 This immediately 
characterises the text as a threnos. The widower’s lament is articulated in 
three moments: first, he evokes the recent past and the event of bereave-
ment; then, he describes his present condition and the one he imagines for 
his spouse; finally, he expresses his hopes for the future.

The Dokeiane’s death is set in the past and portrayed through a series 
of vegetal metaphors: she is a rose severed by death; her death is like the 
cutting off of a branch; she is the fruit fallen from a young sapling (l. 
1–22). These images evoke the organic harmony of the couple’s union 
and the unnatural shattering of a youthful happiness, spontaneously full of 
promises: “Alas, golden fruit: falling down you have wronged the tree in 
the season of delight”.34 But death is also presented as the gradual transi-
tion from a worldly to a spiritual dimension: “you, the fruit, you twisted, 
you turned completely towards what is spiritual, towards the sweet sun; 
and hence you drew colour, a divine shade”.35 While the loss is a source of 
extreme anguish for the surviving partner, death and its consequences are 
presented in less dramatic terms when the deceased is referred to, as the 
prospect of a future good is glimpsed.

The widower’s present is described as a time of unbearable suffering 
associated with clearly localised physical perceptions (l. 21–32). He expe-
riences a burning pain, pangs and anguish in his chest, heart and entrails. 
Besides tears and groans, his disgust for life is expressed as an aversion to 
repulsive and unnatural tastes: life, spoiled by grief, tastes to him of unripe 
grapes, wine of gall, bitter honey. His nights, however, are enlivened by 
visions of his deceased wife (l. 34–48). This is a traditional theme, found 
in Greek tragedy—think of Admetos’ threnos for Alkestis in the 

33 Poems, nr. 22: “Τοῦ αὐτοῦ εἰς τὴν Δοκειανὴν ὡς ἀπὸ τοῦ ἀνδρὸς αὐτῆς:” ((Verses) of the 
same (author) for the Dokeiane as (if they were uttered) by her husband).

34 “πλὴν φεῦ, τὸ χρυσοῦν μῆλον ἐκπεσὸν κάτω/τὸ δένδρον ἠδίκησας εἰς ὥρας χάριν”, 
l. 21–22.

35 “ἀλλ᾽ἐστράφης τὸ μῆλον, ἐστράφης ὅλη /ἐς τὸν νοητόν, ἐς τὸν ἡδὺν φωσφόρον/κἀκεῖθεν 
εἷλξας χρῶμα βαφῆς ἐνθέου”, l. 17–19.
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homonymous tragedy of Euripides36—and in middle Byzantine mono-
dies.37 Kallikles’ widower recognises that such apparitions are comforting 
but delusional projections of desire (pothos), sources of contradictory per-
ceptions and emotions: closeness and absence, joy and suffering, laughter 
and tears. The eager anticipation of these nocturnal visions and the aware-
ness of their deceptive nature recall the ancient negative notion of hope as 
misguided expectation and vain desire.38 All the more so because they are 
associated with a nocturnal state of unconsciousness; daytime brings ratio-
nal awakening, the questioning of human illusions and the construction of 
spiritual hopes, in accordance with socially accepted beliefs.

Dokeiane is said indeed to have now found “shade, that of the tree of 
life”, “fair-flowing, perennial rivers” (σκιὰν ἔχεις νῦν, ἀλλὰ τοῦ ζωῆς 
ξύλου,/ἔχεις ποταμοὺς εὐρόους, ἀειρρόους, l. 52–53) and “(another) 
land, that of the meek” (γῆν ἀντὶ γῆς ἐφεῦρες, ἀλλὰ πραέων, l. 57). The 
tension between a hopeless desire for physical presence and the reality of 
separation is ultimately resolved by projecting the conjugal bond into an 
eschatological dimension (l. 49–73). A future of salvation awaits Dokeiane 
who, like the wise virgins of the Gospel, expects the coming of the divine 
Bridegroom and the mystical union with Him (l. 58–63). Meanwhile, her 
widower hopes for “a prosperous lot, a long life ending in a rich old age” 
on earth, untouched by envy, slander and troubles (ἔμφραττέ μοι πᾶν 
συκοφαντούντων στόμα,/τὰς τῶν φθονούντων θραῦε παμφάγους μύλας,/
αἴτησον ἡμῖν πᾶσαν ἀταραξίαν,/βίου πλατυσμόν, εὐροωτέραν τύχην,/
ζωὴν μακρὰν καὶ πῖον ἐν γήρᾳ τέλος, l. 66–70). Only at the end of time will 
the couple be reunited “at the right of the Lord” and enter Eden (l. 71–73).

These hopes are formulated in the form of a prayer and a request for 
intercession, marked by verbal modes expressing possibility, desire and 
exhortation—the aorist subjunctive, the optative and the imperative. The 
widower addresses his deceased wife, whose salvation is instrumental in 
ensuring his own prosperity, both in this life and in the next, and asks her 
to intercede with Christ on his behalf. The mystical communion of all 
believers in Christ is thus translated into conjugal terms, as a bond of inti-
macy, loyalty and cooperation that transcends death, bridging the distance 
between the physical world of the living and the spiritual dimension of the 
hereafter.

36 Eur., Alc. 354–356.
37 Lauxtermann, Byzantine Poetry, 219 and n. 20; see also Psellos on the death of his 

daughter Styliane, Cojocaru in this volume.
38 Eidinow in this volume xx.
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While the poem was certainly intended to invoke spiritual intercession 
and protection, it may also have had more mundane aims. We know noth-
ing about the anonymous widower to whom Kallikles lends his poetic 
voice: the manuscript intitulatio makes no reference to his identity; from 
the text we only infer that he was a young man when his wife died (l. 22, 
29). As for the deceased, her family name qualifies her as the daughter of 
a Dokeianos, and the member of a prominent family. A Theodore 
Dokeianos was the cousin of Alexios I Komnenos:39 according to Barzos, 
the young lady lamented by Kallikles may have been his granddaughter 
and the sister of another Theodore Dokeianos, who married Sophia 
Komnene, a niece of Emperor Alexios I.40 It is likely, then, that the wom-
an’s ancestry was more prominent within the couple—as suggested by the 
unusual silence about identity and rank of her husband. If this man had 
entered into a hypergamic union, his wife’s early death and their apparent 
lack of offspring (the epitaph makes no mention of children) may have 
posed a serious threat to his recently acquired social position.41

These circumstances may explain the widower’s active involvement in 
the mourning rituals. The fact that the poet chose to use his narrative 
voice is in itself remarkable. While husbands traditionally played a promi-
nent role in ensuring the proper burial and commemoration of their 
spouses, their direct involvement in funeral lamentation—an activity usu-
ally left to women—is neither obvious nor frequent.42 If, as its rhetorical 
features and considerable length (73 verses) suggest, Kallikles’ poem was 
intended for oral performance,43 and if the bereaved husband actually 
uttered the threnos, such an emotional display of grief could represent an 
act of deference to his powerful relatives and a way of reaffirming his con-
nection and loyalty to them. The very act of commissioning and perform-
ing this epitaph can thus be seen as an attempt to secure social status and 
fulfil material hopes.

39 Nikephoros Bryennios describes Theodore Dokeianos as a wealthy man of illustrious 
stock. His father had married a sister of the emperor Isaac I Komnenos and he was a cousin 
of Alexios I (History 25; cf. Anna Komnene, Alexias I, 3, 4).

40 Barzos, Η γενεαλογία, nos. 47 (Kallikles’ anonymous Dokeiane), 9 (Theodore Dokeianos) 
and 29 (Sophia Komnene). Sophia Komnene and her daughter, Irene Dokeiane Komnene, 
are also known as recipients of several epigrams preserved in the Anthologia Marciana: 
Drpić, Epigram, Art and Devotion, 93–94; Spingou, Visual Culture, 1546–1551.

41 Cf. the allusion to the storms of life, slander and envy at the end of the epitaph (l. 65–67).
42 On husbands commemorating their spouses in imperial Rome, Saller and Shaw 

“Tombstones”, 133–139.
43 The possibility to inscribe very long versified texts existed but this does not seem to be 

the case: Talbot “Epigrams in Context”, 76–81, 86; Drpić, Epigram, Art and Devotion, 48–66.
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An Old Couple

The experience of early widowhood was common in Byzantium; yet some 
couples grew old together. One such couple, formed by Gregory 
Kamateros and Irene Doukas, was among the recipients of Kallikles’ 
verses. We know very little about Irene, except that she belonged to the 
Doukas clan and might have been a niece of her namesake, the Empress 
Irene Doukas.44 Gregory Kamateros, instead, is a well-known figure. He is 
mentioned in Anna Komnene’s Alexiad as the secretary of Alexios I; 
according to Niketas Choniates, he was a learned man but came from an 
undistinguished family.45 Gregory had climbed the ranks of the civil 
administration, finally obtaining the honours that he most desired: the 
position of logothetes τῶν σεκρέτων and a marriage into the imperial kin-
ship. The ennobling character of this union is emphasised by Kallikles, 
who calls Irene a “living ornament” for her husband (ἔμπνους κόσμος, 
Poems nr. 21, l. 7). We have here another example of male hypergamy, 
which sanctioned social advancement and the integration into the rul-
ing elite.

Kallikles wrote two poems for the couple: a dedicatory epigram for an 
icon of Christ placed on their common burial (Poems nr. 18) and an epi-
taph for Gregory (nr. 21). Roberto Romano, the editor of Kallikles’ 
poems, supposed that the epitaph was written at an earlier date, since, 
according to the dedicatory epigram, the tomb seems to have hosted both 
spouses. But it is also possible that the couple planned the decoration of 
their family grave ante mortem, perhaps at the moment they parted ways 
to take up the monastic habit.46 Retirement in a monastery was a quite 
usual choice for wealthy couples in their middle or old age, when adult 
children had left home (or died).47 We ignore the institution where Irene 
and Gregory retired, but we do know that in the later centuries of 
Byzantium aristocratic couples often entered contiguous or nearby 

44 She might have been the daughter of Michael, a brother of the Empress Irene, the wife 
of Alexios I Komnenos: Polemis, Doukai, 63–66, 78–79.

45 Niketas Choniates, History, 9, l. 16–22. In the eleventh century, the Kamateroi had 
given the Empire a number of civil servants, but without reaching the highest functions and 
dignities: a prosopographic reconstruction in George and Demetrios Tornikes, Letters, 43–49.

46 The epigram for the icon contains no reference to the death of either spouse, or to the 
fact that they lie in the grave.

47 Talbot “The Byzantine Family” and Ead. “Women’s Spaces”; Garland, “Till Death Do 
Us Part?”
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monasteries; sometimes they even set up double monasteries, despite offi-
cial ecclesiastical prohibitions. The decision to embrace monastic life could 
be prompted by adverse circumstances, such as the loss of a child, widow-
hood and political or social pressure, but also by the belief that ending 
one’s life in prayer and penance would earn spiritual merits.

Unsurprisingly, the spiritual motivations for such a choice are empha-
sised in Kallikles’ epigram for the icon of Christ to be placed on the cou-
ple’s tomb. The location of the grave is unknown, but it is clear from the 
text that it was situated in a monastery—no doubt where one (or both) of 
them had retired—and that monks were expected to perform regular 
commemoration prayers on their behalf. It is also clear that it was a poly-
andrion, i.e. a family tomb: such aristocratic burials had an underground 
burial chamber closed by a marble slab or an ornamental sarcophagus, and 
were usually placed in a vaulted niche within a private chapel.48 This struc-
ture allowed for a lavish decoration, which could include portraits of the 
deceased, in secular and/or monastic garments,49 as well as icons, reliefs 
and a variable number of inscriptions. Kallikles’ relatively short dedica-
tory  epigram seems well suited to such a setting: it could have been 
engraved on the icon to which it referred, possibly on a metal revetment.50

Once again, the text is penned down in the form of an ethopoiia, “as 
pronounced by” both Irene and Gregory, after they had taken the monas-
tic habit.51 Their choral prayer to Christ begins with a penitential tone: 
they present themselves “clothed in black instead of golden garments” 
after having “forsaken all earthly glory” (Μελενδυτοῦντας ἀντὶ χρυσῶν 
ἀμφίων/καὶ κοσμικὸν πᾶν ὕψος ἐκλελοιπότας, l. 1–2). They are thus 
depicted in their last earthly state, awaiting Christ’s judgement. This situ-
ation is not presented as one of anxiety: on the contrary, the epigram is 
imbued with hope, even though the word elpis never appears. Gregory 
and Irene describe the desired objects of their hope. They eagerly await 

48 Mango, “Sépulture et épitaphes”.
49 In the eleventh century, Christopher Mytilenaios wrote an epigram for the grave of 

parathalassites Melias “depicted there both as a layman and as a monk” (Poems nr. 16). In the 
early fourteenth century, Michael Tornikes and his wife were portrayed in secular and monas-
tic garb above their grave at the Chora monastery: Underwood Kariye Djami, 276–280; 
Talbot “Epigrams in Context”, 79–80.

50 This kind of decoration could accommodate versified texts of comparable length: Talbot 
“Epigrams in Context”, 81–83.

51 Τοῦ αὐτοῦ εἰς τὸν Χριστὸν ἱστάμενον ἐπὶ τῷ τάφῳ ὡς ἐκ προσώπου ἀμφοτέρων τοῦ τε 
λογοθέτου καὶ τῆς συμβίου αὐτοῦ κυρᾶς Εἰρήνης μετὰ μοναχικοῦ σχήματος ἱσταμένων: (Verses) 
by the same (author) on the (icon of) Christ placed on the tomb, as if uttered by the logo-
thetes and his spouse, the lady Irene, after they had taken the monastic habit (Poems nr. 18).

  L. ANDRIOLLO



203

the coming of Christ, like the virgins of the evangelic parable awaited the 
bridegroom: they ask Him to welcome them into his paradise, into the 
mystical nuptial chamber and at His table; there they will be cleansed of all 
spiritual stains and clothed in a garment of salvation.52 The couple also 
provide reasons for their hopeful expectations. Their renunciation of 
worldly glory and luxury, though belated, is expected to please God. 
Besides, the monastery and the monks they support are likened to “a flick-
ering lamp of light and grace”, that will continue to bring spiritual benefits 
even after their death (λαμπὰς γὰρ ἡμῖν φῶς βρύουσα καὶ χάριν/σεμνοὶ 
μονασταὶ καὶ μονὴ σεβασμία, l. 12–13).

Hope appears in these verses as a process involving the longing for 
desired goals, the pursuit of actions appropriate to achieve them, and a 
sense of eager expectation experienced in the process. Hopeful thinking 
and agency are shaped by the evangelical teaching. The parable of the 
labourers who arrived late in the Lord’s vineyard but were paid in full 
provides a model and a proof of God’s mercy.53 The recurrent identifica-
tion of the deceased with the wise virgins of the Gospel offers a positive 
symbolic parallel for the condition of the dead awaiting judgment, perhaps 
with an allusion to the votive illumination of the funerary chapels and the 
prayers performed there.54 Also in Kallikles’ verses, then, we encounter a 
Christian pedagogy of hope rooted in evangelical episodes and models. In 
this context, funerary epigrams could play an active role in substantiating 
hopeful agency. If Kallikles’ verses were actually inscribed, they would 
have functioned as an incessant prayer to God, performed every time that 
someone visited the grave and read them.55

52 “And if at night a cry should resound announcing your coming, sweet bridegroom, open 
to us the beautiful door and let us in with our lamps. (…) Clothe us with a garment of salva-
tion, receive us as guests at Your table, as faithful servants and pious guardians” (“κραυγὴ δὲ 
νυκτὸς αὖθις ἂν γένοιτό τις,/δηλοῦσα τὸν γλυκύν σε νυμφίον φθάσαι,/ἄκλειστον ἡμῖν τὴν καλὴν 
δίδου θύραν/καὶ λαμπαδηφοροῦντας ἔνδον εἰσδέχου”, l. 8–11; “ἔνδυσον ἡμας ἄμφιον 
σωτηρίου,/τῆς σῆς τραπέζης προσλαβοῦ δαιτυμόνας,/ πιστοὺς λατρυτάς, εὐσεβεῖς παραστάτας”, 
l. 17–19)

53 “We are the workers of your vineyard who have laboured little, at the end of the day” 
(“τοῦ σοῦ γὰρ ἐσμὲν ἀμπελῶνος ἐργάται,/μικρὸν καμόντες ἐν τέλει τῆς ἡμέρας”, l. 4–5); see 
Mt. 20, 1–16.

54 Cf. poem no. 22, l. 58–63, above. On votive illumination in monastic foundations and 
the case of the Pantokrator, Congdon, “Imperial commemoration”.

55 Drpić Epigram, Art and Devotion, 54–66.
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The family grave provides the intended performative setting also for 
“Kallikles’ verses on the tomb of the late logothetes Gregory Kamateros”.56 
The text adopts a hybrid focalisation: the first section (l. 1–11) commemo-
rates the late logothetes in the third person; the second (l. 12–31) is occu-
pied by the threnos of the widow, who addresses the deceased in the second 
person. The content of the first part is commemorative and laudatory: 
Kallikles praises Gregory’s eloquence and his fortunate marriage. These 
are said to have adorned him during his life and after his death: his quali-
ties, achievements and prestige survive him and provide forms of symbolic 
immortality.57 Concretely, his wife, Irene, ensures the continued prestige 
of his memory by performing the funeral lament at his tomb.

The widow is portrayed in the traditional attitude of mourners: dressed 
in black (in monastic habit), smeared with dust, holding the tombstone 
and bathing it with tears.58 Her sorrow, however, is experienced in two 
distinct dimensions. On the one hand, the grief for Gregory’s death is 
represented as a matter of state, with the emperor, the senate and the 
synod taking part in it: “[…] a tree of sorrow has blossomed in Byzantium; 
it brought fruit, but a fruit of bitterness. The emperor ate plenty of this 
fruit; the whole senate of the Ausonians ate ⟨it⟩; the synod had its share, it 
ate its fill”.59 Again, a vegetal image is used: the common mourning is like 
a tree loaded with bitter fruits that grow incessantly. The public rituals of 
mourning, and Irene’s threnos among them, provide a posthumous recog-
nition of Gregory’s eminent status, which reflects upon his heirs and kin. 
By describing and immortalising these events, Kallikles’ epitaph partici-
pates in the effort of giving continuity to the family rank, thus fulfilling the 
social hopes of Gregory, Irene and their descendants.

The last part of Irene’s lament allows a glimpse into a more intimate 
dimension of grief, as the widow is given the opportunity to mourn not 
only Gregory, but also Michael, their long-dead son. She is said to “have 
joined an ancient pain with a new one […] fire to fire, flame to flame […] 
the bones of the father with those of the son, the beloved son who died 

56 “στίχοι τοῦ Καλλικλέος εἰς τὸν τάφον τοῦ μακαρίου Γρηγορίου καὶ λογοθέτου τοῦ 
Καματηροῦ”, Poems nr. 21.

57 Feldman and Snyder, “Hope”, 404. See also the introduction of the present volume.
58 Alexiou, Ritual Lament, 27–31.
59 “ἤνθησε πένθους δένδρον ἐν Βυζαντίδι,/ἤνεγκε καρπόν, ἀλλὰ καρπὸν πικρίας⋅/ὁ βασιλεὺς 

ἔφαγε τοῦ καρποῦ πλέον,/ἔφαγεν ἡ σύγκλητος Αὐσόνων ὅλη,/ἡ σύνοδος μετέσχεν, ἦλθεν εἰς 
κόρον”, l. 13–17.
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long ago, whom we had as a light of late hope”.60 The memory of her son 
evokes past and future hopes. Those of the past were shattered by Michael’s 
untimely death. They are not spelled out explicitly but can be inferred. 
Like other well-born Byzantine parents, Irene certainly wished a brilliant 
career for her son, perhaps a good marriage and children; and she expected 
help and comfort in her old age.61 We know that Michael was not her only 
child: at least two sons lived on, ensuring the Kamateroi a brilliant desti-
ny.62 Michael’s depiction as the “late hope” of his parents identifies him as 
the youngest son, adding an affective undertone to Irene’s lament.

Kallikles’ verses rule out all prospects of happiness in Irene’s earthly life. 
Nevertheless, she finds comfort and hope in imagining the reunion of her 
loved ones in the grave and the restoration of family unity in the hereafter. 
As she bids her husband a final farewell, she rejoices that her time is run-
ning short and that she will soon join him and Michael in the grave: “I 
gave you your Michael as a companion, the beautiful scion of the Doukai 
and the Kamateroi: and—wretched me!—you will run the long race 
together. But I won’t stay behind a long time, and I will also gather with 
my loved ones, and we will all have one common tomb”.63

A Heartbroken Mother

If Irene Doukas recalls the death of her son as an event long past, in 
Kallikles’ funerary cycle for Andronikos Palaiologos Doukas the loss of a 
child represents a fresh wound and the main thematic focus. This epigram-
matic cycle, consisting of at least four poems, is the most articulated the-
matic unit in Kallikles’ corpus. It includes two epitaphs—a long dialogue 
between the tomb and an imaginary passer-by (Poems nr. 9) and a shorter 
threnos uttered by the parents (nr. 10)—and at least two brief dedicatory 

60 “συνῆψα πένθει πένθος ἀρχαῖον νέῳ,/τῷ πυρὶ πῦρ προσῆξα, τῇ φλογὶ φλόγα,/ὀστοῖς 
πατρὸς συνῆψα παιδὸς ὀστέα,/παιδὸς πάλαι θανόντος ἠγαπημένου,/ὃν εἴχομεν φῶς ἐλπίδος τῆς 
ὑστέρας”, l. 21–25.

61 On parental hopes in Byzantium: Davies, “Age, Gender and Status”, 161–167, and 
Cojocaru in this volume.

62 George and Demetrios Tornikes, Letters, 44.
63 “τὸν σὸν Μιχαὴλ σύνδρομον δέδωκά σοι,/Δουκῶν Καματηρῶν τε πάγκαλον κλάδον⋅/καὶ 

συνδραμεῖσθε τὸν μακρόν, φεῦ μοι, δρόμον⋅/πλὴν ἀλλὰ μακρὸν οὐ λελείψομαι χρόνον,/καὶ 
συνδραμοῦμαι τοῖς ἐμοὶ ποθουμένοις/καὶ πᾶσι κοινὸς εἷς γενήσεται τάφος”, l. 26–31.
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epigrams for icons that decorated the tomb (nos. 11 and 12).64 The recipi-
ents were the parents of the dead, George Palaiologos and Anna Doukas. 
George Palaiologos, an experienced general and trusted man of Alexios I, 
belonged to a family of influential military commanders.65 Anna Doukas 
can be identified as a sister of the Empress Irene, the wife of Alexios 
I.  Anna and Irene came from an imperial lineage: they were great-
granddaughters of Constantine X (1059–1067) and second cousins of 
Michael VII (1071–1078).66 This couple is representative of the highest 
Komnenian aristocracy, and again the female line outweighs the patrilineal 
ascendancy. As we shall see, this gave the mother of the deceased con-
spicuous visibility and agency not only in mourning rituals, but also in 
literary commemorations.

The epitaphs develop and adapt the usual topoi for the death of a youth. 
They recall the virtues of the deceased (and, implicitly, the hopes they 
inspired for the future); the circumstances of an untimely death and its 
cruelty; and the suffering of the parents. The long stychomythic epitaph 
(Poems no. 9), probably intended for a dramatic performance, gradually 
reveals the identity and qualities of the dead: his illustrious parents; his 
beauty, charm and eloquence; his strength and bravery, which made him a 
worthy descendant of the Doukas.67 The parents’ threnos (Poems no. 10) 
places Andronikos in the context of family relations and affections, charac-
terising him as an excellent son and a young bridegroom: “Every grave is 
a source of pain; but if it is the grave of a son, the evil is double; if of a 
good son, greater is the suffering; if of an excellent one, the misfortune is 
(like) fire; and if of a young bridegroom, may the parents’ heart be 
broken!”.68

64 Poems no. 13 might belong to the same thematic unit; the text, however, does not men-
tion the identity of the deceased.

65 He and his father played a prominent role in the political conflicts of the late eleventh 
century: Vannier, “Les premiers Paléologues”, 133–135, 137–141, 147–149.

66 Polemis, Doukai, 70–75.
67 Cf. l. 22–24: S. How was he in his chest? T. [Made] of iron, Stranger./S. And how in his 

arms? T.  An ancient Doukas,/another Andronikos or a Constantine (“Ξ. ποταπὸς ἦν τὰ 
στέρνα; Τ. σιδηροῦς, ξένε./Ξ. ὁποῖος ἦν τὰς χεῖρας; Τ. ἀρχαῖος Δοῦκας,/ὡς Ἀνδρόνικος ἄλλος 
ἢ Κωνσταντῖνος”). The “ancient Doukas” were those of the tenth century, renown heroes of 
the wars against the Arabs: Polemis, Doukai, 12–15; Andriollo, “The Stranger and the 
Tomb”, 1279–1280.

68 “Πικρὸν τάφος πᾶς⋅ εἰ δὲ καὶ τέκνου τάφος,/διπλοῦν τὸ κακόν⋅ εἰ δὲ καὶ χρηστοῦ τέκνου,/
πλεῖον τὸ δεινόν⋅ εἰ δὲ ἀριστέως πάλιν,/ἡ συμφορὰ πῦρ⋅ εἰ δὲ νυμφίου νέου,/ἡ καρδία ῥάγηθι 
τῶν γεννητόρων”, l. 1–5.
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The death, which is said to have been caused by a syncope and to have 
been inevitable,69 probably occurred before Andronikos’ marriage pro-
duced any offspring,70 jeopardising hopes of family continuity. The threnos 
emphasises the suffering of the parents for a loss that subverts the natural 
order: Andronikos’ untimely death made them heirs of their son, but their 
only inheritance is lamentation; they live on, but against their will (l. 6–9). 
Their sorrow is described as a burning fire, a heartbreaking pain, a cup of 
bitter wine; the rejection of what seems an unbearable life is expressed in 
the gesture of closing their eyes to the world, making them “as good as 
dead”.71 Room for hope is found only beyond this life. Anna and George 
wish for Andronikos to awaken from his suffering like a lion, retaining his 
beauty and nobility,72 and to await them in the grave: here they will finally 
be reunited for the long journey to a paradise conventionally described as 
a locus amoenus.73

Parental grief is given a gendered focus in two short dedicatory epi-
grams to be inscribed on icons placed on the grave. Both take the form of 
a prayer uttered by the mother of the deceased. It was Anna Doukas who 
took the initiative in commissioning the precious decoration of these 
images and the verses that were probably engraved on them, filling the 
burial space with objects and texts that manifested both her rank and her 
grief.74 Both epigrams begin with sorrowful references to Andronikos’ 
unexpected death. The usual vegetal imagery expresses the biological 
bond between mother and son, as well as the unnatural violence of their 
separation and the pain it caused. Andronikos is “the ear severed by suffer-
ing and the bunch of grapes cut off by illness”, the child of Anna’s womb 

69 Poems nr. 9, l. 31–32: “Ξ. ᾧ θνήσκει τρόπῳ;/Τ. ἐκ συγκοπῆς. Ξ. ἄφυκτα, φεῦ, τὰ 
τῆς νόσου.”

70 Kallikles’ poem makes no mention of children.
71 “We have drunk a mixed wine, a cup of bitterness, we have closed our eyes to everything: 

everything is dust to us, we are as good as dead” (“Πεπώκαμέν πως κρᾶμα, κόνδυ πικρίας,/
ἐμύσαμεν πρὸς πάντα⋅ πάνθ’ ἡμῖν κόνις⋅/καὶ θνήσκομεν τὸ μεῖζον”, l. 10–12). See also l. 1–5.

72 “Deceased, may you awaken from (your) sufferings like a lion” (“πεσὼν δ’ ἀφυπνοῖς 
ὥσπερ ἐκ κόπων λέων”, l. 8).

73 “But wait for us, (so that we will) be together with you on the long journey, after which 
we shall reach the grassy place, the land of the meek, the water of relief” (“ἀλλ’ ἡμᾶς δέχου/
σοὶ συμμενοῦντας τὴν μακρὰν παροικίαν,/μεθ’ ἣν μετασταίημεν εἰς τόπον χλόης,/εἰς πραέων 
γῆν, εἰς ἀναψυχῆς ὕδωρ”, l. 12–15).

74 The icon of the Virgin is said to have been decorated by Anna; the other image is a 
golden icon of Christ, addressed as the Logos.
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“snatched away from life”.75 She had prayed that he “would remain 
unharmed, and that the blow would fall on the root before the branch”.76 
The hopes she had placed in God, however, were frustrated by the divine 
“unfathomable decrees” (ἀκατάληπτοι λόγοι, Poems nr. 12, l. 4), and the 
grave closes on Andronikos “against all hope” (παρ’ ἐλπίδα, ibid. l. 6).

Faced with an unbearable suffering, Anna finds comfort and hope in 
devotional practices and in the cognitive and emotional mechanisms that 
they activate. She turns to the usual identification with the Theotokos, the 
“ornament of the (female) gender” (κόσμε τοῦ γένους, Poems no. 11, l. 8) 
and the supreme model of motherhood. Anna places the Virgin’s image 
next to her beloved son (ibid. l. 3) and entrusts him to the celestial mother, 
transferring maternal cares and feelings to a supernatural protector. She 
asks Mary to grant Andronikos “light, salvation, Eden, land of sweetness 
and grassy place, living water and ornament for the divine wedding”,77 
acting as her substitute and granting him sympathetic protection and a 
loving proximity. In the epigram for an icon of Christ, Anna asks the Lord 
to accept her prayer and to take her son into His care, as a fragrant flower 
offered to God (Poems no. 12, l. 7–8). Parental grief is understood as a 
sacrifice and an offering to the divinity, according to traditional scriptural 
and theological models, in return for which new hopes of salvation and joy 
in God are conceived.78

Conclusions

Expressing hope was not the primary function of funerary poetry. 
Nevertheless, the Byzantine faithful were expected to find comfort in the 
prospect of resurrection and eternal life in God and were trained to turn 
to such hopes in order to cope with the traumatic experience of bereave-
ment. The death of a relative was also an event that challenged family 
prospects for biological continuity and the preservation of social rank. As 
a result, concerns and hopes about the future surface also in this genre of 

75 “Στάχυν πάθει τμηθέντα καὶ βότρυν νόσῳ,/σπλάγχνων ἐμῶν τὸ τέκνον ἁρπαγὲν βίου”, 
Poems nr. 11, l. 1–2.

76 Τὸ τῆς ἐμῆς βλάστημα γαστρὸς ηὐχόμην/τὸν κλεινὸν Ἀνδρόνικον ἄτμητον μένειν,/ῥίζῃ δ’ 
ἐπελθεῖν τὴν τομὴν πρὸ τοῦ κλάδου (Poems nr. 12, l. 1–3).

77 Τούτῳ γενοῦ τὰ πάντα φῶς, σωτηρία,/Ἐδὲμ τρυφῆς χωρίον ἢ χλόης τόπος/καὶ ζῶν ὕδωρ 
καὶ κόσμος εἰς θεῖον γάμον, Poems no. 11, l. 4–6.

78 Cf. Doerfler, “Emotional Communities,” 307–309, and Cojocaru in this volume.
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texts. Kallikles’ funerary epigrams reveal a multifaceted phenomenology of 
hope, attuned to the social profile of the rhetorical persona to which the 
author lent his voice. Objects of hope could be found in this world, in the 
next, or in both; gender and age played a conspicuous role in setting pri-
orities and aspirations, and in orienting choices about how to achieve 
hoped-for goals.

The anonymous widower of Dokeiane clearly expected to have a life 
ahead of him on this earth: not necessarily without difficulties, but with 
the hope and the will to achieve social prestige and material prosperity. He 
also entertained extra-mundane hopes: that his wife would find spiritual 
joy in the afterlife, and that they would be reunited and saved on the last 
day. To achieve material and spiritual goals, he relied on the intercession 
and continued support of his spouse: marital bonds are believed to tran-
scend death. When the deceased is a man, the poet recalls fulfilled hopes 
and past achievements. Kallikles praises the eloquence of Gregory 
Kamateros, his prestigious marriage and the respect he enjoyed, mani-
fested in the public mourning at his death. Of Andronikos Doukas, the 
poet mentions his beauty and promising qualities—eloquence and brav-
ery. In both cases, Kallikles reformulates individual experience in view of 
integrating it in a future-oriented family memory—one aimed at consoli-
dating the identity and prestige of the lineage.

When the mourners are women, there is no mention of earthly hopes, 
and all expectations are projected into an otherworldly dimension. Nor 
are male deceased asked to intercede for their female relatives on earth. 
Anna rather beseeches the Virgin to show maternal benevolence to her 
dead son, as if such functions of mediation and protection were more eas-
ily associated with female figures. Anna and Irene have only one hope and 
desire for themselves: to be reunited with their loved ones, especially their 
children, in the afterlife. Obviously, they had no public role or career pros-
pects: in praising his late wife, Dokeiane’s husband mentions her lineage 
and her prudence as her main qualities. However, this does not mean that 
these aristocratic ladies did not take an interest in their family’s fortunes 
on earth or did not act to consolidate them. On the contrary, their promi-
nent social rank is systematically extolled, and they appear as primary vec-
tors of prestige and social legitimacy for their husbands and children. 
Their conspicuous presence in Kallikles’ verses and their active role in 
funerary contexts, as mourners and patrons of poetic and artistic 
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production, betray their involvement in strategic efforts to build family 
memory and strengthen family rank.79

In these contexts, hope emerges as a cognitive and emotional response 
to negative feelings of anguish, sorrow and disgust of life. However, hope 
is also associated with the prospect of future happiness, the attainment of 
spiritual salvation and the restoration of family unity in the hereafter. 
Contradictory feelings may accompany the mourning process, as in the 
case of Dokeiane’s husband, and be associated with deceptive hopes and 
illusions. The emotive for hope, elpis, is rarely attested, and usually has a 
negative connotation, referring to past and lost hopes. However, hopeful 
thinking can be expressed indirectly, for example in connection with 
images of light and warmth and the evangelical image of the wise virgins, 
or more generally with the notion of grace (charis) and divine mercy. 
Scriptural models helped to visualise and express emotions, providing a 
common language for identifying and communicating feelings. In many 
cases hope merged with pothos, the intense longing for someone who is 
absent—be it Christ, or a deceased loved one. This mixed emotion is 
expressed through the choice of verbal modes, particularly the accumula-
tion of imperatives, optatives and subjunctives with desiderative meaning.

Kallikles’ funerary epigrams do not only describe objects of hope and 
the associated emotions. Most importantly, they hint at forms of agency in 
view of attaining desired goals. In this context, hopeful agency is always 
relational. On the one hand, it relied on the spiritual and affective bond 
between the grieving individual and the deceased, which is perceived as 
unbroken by death; or it involved the interaction with divine interlocutors 
that are addressed through prayer. On the other hand, it unfolded within 
the ritual context of mourning, which implied the presence of an audience 
of relatives, friends and peers—those who had access to the burial site and 
participated in the rituals of commemoration that took place on the third, 
ninth and fortieth days after the death and on the annual anniversary.80 
Ivan Drpić has demonstrated that Byzantine dedicatory epigrams always 
fulfilled both a ritual and a social function: they negotiated a “fit-to-be-
seen” identity for the dedicatee, simultaneously articulating his/her rela-
tion with the divine sphere and with his/her peers on earth.81 The same is 

79 Andriollo, “Status aristocratico”; Mullett, “Aristocracy and Patronage” and Mavroudi, 
“Learned Women.”

80 Marinis, Death and Afterlife, 93–94.
81 Drpić, Epigram, Art, and Devotion, 98–100.
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true in the case of epitaphs. Read on planned occasions or by a casual visi-
tor, Kallikles’ inscribed verses ensured the ritual reenactment of the inter-
cessory prayers they contained, serving as continuous votive offerings. 
Performed or inscribed, they were also carefully crafted to assert and con-
solidate the identity of a restricted and privileged elite, which shared kin-
ship connections, social values and an exclusive common cultural language.
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CHAPTER 10

Heretical Hope: Striving for Salvation 
and the Good Death in Medieval Languedoc

Saku Pihko

Introduction

Humans are temporally oriented creatures who take active efforts in the 
present to achieve desirable futures. This awareness of the self in relation 
to the passing of time is a precondition of hope for things yet to come, but 
it simultaneously challenges hope by making people conscious of their 
mortality.1 Death has always been a cause for existential anxiety, and most 
religious traditions have attempted to alleviate these concerns with 
hopeful promises of an afterlife and salvation.2 Hope is often an important 

1 Calhoun, Doing Valuable Time, 1–4, 7–9, 69, 72; Davies, Brief History, 12; Lazarus, 
“Hope”, 662; Wisman & Heflick, “Hopelessly Mortal”, 1, 16.

2 Davies, “Death and Afterlife”, 229–231; Jong and Halberstadt, Death Anxiety; Krause, 
Pargament and Ironson, “In the Shadow of Death”, 2; Lazarus, “Hope”, 661–662; 
Moreman, Beyond the Threshold, 1–2, 269; Moreman, “Introduction”, 1; Soenke, Landau, 
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element in the process of dying, and historical sources describing cultural 
and social practices related to death can thus afford possibilities for engag-
ing with the history of hope.3 Medieval inquisition records are one exam-
ple of such a source, as they contain an abundance of death-related 
evidence. This chapter is about hope—or, more precisely, hopeful activi-
ties—and the pursuit of salvation and the good death in the context of the 
inquisitorial persecution of heresy in early fourteenth-century Languedoc.4

Hope of salvation after death has always been central to Christianity,5 
but in medieval Languedoc6 the means to this end were a contested issue 
as both orthodox and heterodox options were available.7 Many 
Languedocian lay people seem to have hoped for the alternative option of 
saving their soul with the help of the so-called good men. These good 
men, who were also known as good Christians and friends of God, and to 
whom historians have traditionally referred as Cathars, were a group of 
ascetic ritual-working preachers, whose exemplary lifestyle of apostolic 
emulation, spiritual teachings with possible dualist connotations, overt 
opposition to the Catholic Church, and promises of salvation attracted 
considerable lay devotion and support.8 For the Church, the good men 
were dangerous heretics who could not be tolerated. From the 1230s 
onward, papally mandated heresy inquisitors worked in Languedoc tasked 
with the mission of eradicating the alleged heretics and their lay support-
ers by means of legal investigation. Locals suspected of involvement in 
dissident activities were interrogated and those found guilty of transgres-
sions were sentenced to penances and punishments. Inquisitorial investi-
gations were meticulously documented, and a fair number of interrogation 

and Greenberg, “Sacred Armor”; Van Tongeren, “Importance of Meaning”; Wisman and 
Heflick, “Hopelessly Mortal”, 2, 4. For a cross-cultural overview of religious afterlife beliefs, 
see Moreman, Beyond the Threshold.

3 On the history of death over the longue durée, see Kellehear, Social History of Dying. On 
the historiography of medieval death and dying, see Booth and Tingle, “Introduction”, 
3–14; Nissi, Communality of Death, 23–28.

4 On death and dying in medieval Languedoc, see Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou, 218–230; 
Sparks, Heresy, 123–150.

5 Binski, Medieval Death, 9; Pasulka, “Catholic Views”, 5.
6 On medieval Languedoc, see for example Paterson, World of the Troubadours.
7 Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou, 223; Sparks, Heresy, 124–127, 150.
8 Pihko, Information and Lived Religion, 17–18. On the alleged heresy of the Languedocian 

good men in general, see for example Barber, Cathars; Lambert, Cathars. On medieval her-
esy in general, see for example Ames, Medieval Heresies; Lambert, Medieval Heresy.
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records and sentences survive to this day.9 The present chapter analyses a 
case from early fourteenth-century inquisitorial interrogation records 
dealing with attempts to procure salvation for a dying family member.10

Hope has been studied in many disciplines and conceptualized in vari-
ous ways.11 A traditional way of defining hope has been to view it as “the 
desire for an outcome and the belief that the outcome is possible but not 
certain.” However, this definition has been criticized as vague and inade-
quate. An alternative suggestion has been to define hope as a syndrome 
that encompasses future-oriented perceptions, emotions, attitudes, desires, 
thoughts, motivations, and actions.12 Acknowledging this multidimen-
sional nature of hope draws attention to its complexity. Moreover, being 
something at least partly interior to the hoping subject, hope seems to 
pose an epistemological challenge to empirical investigation. The position 
of the historian only exacerbates this predicament; historical sources do 
not afford direct access to the thoughts and feelings of people in the past. 
In response, this chapter places emphasis on the more tangible and agentic 
aspects of the phenomenon by examining how hope acts as a motivating 
force for goal-oriented actions in context.13 More specifically, the investi-
gation scrutinizes hope to the extent that it is discernible in inquisitorial 
sources as motivation for activities related to striving for salvation and the 
good death in the context of religious dissent in medieval Languedoc. 
Approached from this perspective, what can inquisition records tell us 
about the history of hope?

9 On medieval heresy inquisitions in general, see for example Deane, History; Given, 
Inquisition; Kras, System.

10 The depositions analysed in this chapter are drawn from the register of the Carcassonne 
inquisitor Geoffroy d’Ablis, which is related to his investigations into heresy in the County 
of Foix 1308–1309. Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur provides an edition.

11 Blöser and Stahl, “Moral Psychology of Hope”, 1; Martin, How We Hope, 3.
12 Martin, How We Hope, 4–6.
13 On hope and/as motivation for the pursuit of goals, see Feldman, “Meaning of Hope”; 

Miceli and Castelfranchi, “Hope”, 265–269. See also Emmons & Schnitker, “Gods and 
Goals” for discussion on motivation and religious strivings.
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Salvation and the Good Death in the Middle Ages: 
Orthodox and Heterodox Variants

To live is to decay, and it is a biological fact that every organism must ulti-
mately expire. Human death, however, is inextricably linked to cultural 
and social practices.14 Belief systems envisaging better futures despite 
troublesome presents have hope at their core.15 Religions often assume a 
gatekeeping role in relation to the afterlife by prescribing beliefs and 
behaviours that grant access to life after death.16 For medieval Christians, 
death was a passageway to other abodes. Most people hoped to achieve a 
good death, which rendered their soul fit for salvation. Thus, death had to 
be faced with adequate preparations. The administration of rituals at the 
deathbed was an essential element in the process of dying. As rites of pas-
sage, they imposed symbolic transformations on the recipient, and in so 
doing enabled a smooth transition into the afterlife. Failing to administer 
the last rites before someone died resulted in what was seen as a bad death, 
which hindered the possibility of salvation and violated the spiritual and 
social order of the community.17

A shared culture of death united the vast geographical reaches of medi-
eval Christendom. Even so, death-related customs and beliefs varied at the 
local level. Certain alternative notions and practices sat uneasily within the 
boundaries of orthodoxy as defined by the Church, and some were even 
persecuted as heretical.18 On a general level, the idealized good death, as 
well as concerns for and hopes of salvation, were similar among the 

14 Katajala-Peltomaa, “Rituals and Reputation”, 315–316; Vess, “Death”, 271.
15 Miceli and Castelfranchi, “Hope”, 252. See also Lazarus, “Hope”, 654, 663, 666, 

674–675.
16 Krause, Pargament and Ironson, “In the Shadow of Death”, 2.
17 Bates, “Preparations for a Christian Death”, 81, 96–105; Binski, Medieval Death, 29–69; 

Booth and Tingle, “Introduction”, 1; Katajala-Peltomaa, “Rituals and Reputation”, 
315—316; Korpiola and Lahtinen, “Cultures of Death”, 1–2, 12–13; Nissi, “Communal 
Acts”, 8; Nissi, Communality of Death, 15, 68; Pasulka, “Catholic Views”, 5. On ideas about 
death, afterlife, and salvation in medieval religious culture, see for example Angenendt, 
“Fear”; Binski, Medieval Death, 164–214; Tingle, “Changing Western European Visions”. 
On hope in medieval Christianity, see Hebblethwaite, Christian Hope, 53–68. On the history 
of the good death, see Kellehear, Social History of Dying, 87–104.

18 Booth and Tingle, “Introduction,” 2, 30; Korpiola and Lahtinen, “Cultures of Death”; 
Nissi, “Communal Acts”, 3. Cf. O’Collins, Jesus Our Redeemer, 2, who notes that “no 
period of Christianity can claim to have produced a truly unified view of redemption. There 
has been a great variety of approaches”.
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orthodox and the heterodox alike.19 For those Languedocian lay people 
who believed in the spiritual teachings of the good men, the key to a good 
death and the route to salvation was the reception of a deathbed ritual 
known as the consolamentum. This was a particular sequence of ritualized 
gestures and utterances that the good men administered to lay believers 
when they were close to death. Inquisitorial documentation usually refers 
to it simply as heretication (hereticatio). According to the teachings of the 
good men, receiving the consolamentum was a prerequisite for salvation as 
it purified the recipient’s soul, making it eligible for entry into Heaven. 
Boundaries were blurred, and some people opted to receive both this dis-
sident ritual and Catholic last rites. Timing the consolamentum was impor-
tant; unless the recipient adhered to a strict ascetic regimen, the effects 
became void and the ritual was thus often deferred to the last possible 
moment. Performing the ritual was an important duty for the good men 
and receiving it was highly valued by many lay people in medieval 
Languedoc. While death rituals were primarily for the spiritual benefit of 
the dying person, they were also for those left behind. For the lay support-
ers of the good men, the occasion of the consolamentum was a moment of 
spiritually charged gathering as community members often flocked to the 
deathbed to witness the ritual. Historians have even suggested that exis-
tential anxiety in the face of death and guarantees of salvation through the 
consolamentum may have been one of the main attractions driving sus-
tained involvement in dissident activities despite rampant persecution.20

Languedocian heresy inquisitors were very interested in documenting 
evidence about people’s involvement in the consolamentum and in periph-
eral activities surrounding the deathbed. When a deponent suspected of 
consorting with the good men was interrogated, it was standard inquisito-
rial practice to ask whether they had been present during a 

19 Cf. Arnold, Belief and Unbelief, 208, who explains that in the Middle Ages “[f]or most 
heresies, the matter at stake was salvation, and the dissent was over the means of obtaining it 
and the nature it would take. Where one was headed remained largely coterminous with 
orthodox views: the next life, hopefully in heaven.” See also Lambert, Medieval Heresy, 6; Le 
Roy Ladurie, Montaillou, 225, 230; Roach, Devil’s World, 114.

20 Arnold, Belief and Unbelief, 92, 207; Arnold, Inquisition and Power, 123–130; Barber, 
Cathars, 1, 90–94, 117; Duvernoy, Religion des cathares, 143–170; Pihko, Information and 
Lived Religion, 97–98; Sparks, Heresy, 5, 127–129, 141–143, 149, 157–158; Théry-Astruc, 
“Heretical Dissidence”, 93.
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consolamentum.21 From the perspective of the inquisitors, witnessing the 
ritual or being otherwise involved in arranging it were tangible legal evi-
dence of heretical transgression. Thus, recording reported ritual occasions 
and the names of all those present was an investigative priority. Not even 
the departed were completely safe from inquisitorial scrutiny, as those who 
had died after receiving the consolamentum were potential targets of post-
mortem condemnation.22

Medieval inquisition records were documentary tools that served the 
juridical and persecutory agenda of the inquisitorial tribunal.23 While these 
records certainly contain information reported by deponents responding 
to questioning during the trial, the information extant to the historian 
represents the perspective of the inquisitors. The notaries who worked for 
the tribunals made selective notes during the interrogation. Later, they 
transformed and translated the information garnered from the oral inter-
rogation dialogue into written Latin that relied on heavy standardization 
and inquisitorial terminology. The process through which this evidence 
was created makes certain aspects of allegedly heretical beliefs and prac-
tices visible in the records, but only as an inquisitorial abstraction.24 
Abstraction often runs particularly high when it comes to evidence on 
themes of central interest to the inquisitors, and this applies to evidence 
about dissident rituals. Whereas Languedocian inquisition records abound 
in entries describing the administration of the consolamentum to people 
who were dying, this evidence usually survives in a heavily standardized 
form.25 Luckily—at least for the historian if not for the deponents—it is 
also possible to find more detailed cases which not only state that the ritu-
als took place but also describe the social and communicational dynamics 
involved in the collective pursuit of salvation and the good death in medi-
eval Languedoc. The remainder of this chapter conducts a close reading of 
one such case with a focus on these hopeful activities.

21 See for example Douais, ed., Practica Inquisitionis, 242–243; Sackville, “Ordo Processus”, 
376 for question lists used by thirteenth- and early fourteenth-century heresy inquisitors, 
both of which entail questions about death and the consolamentum.

22 Sparks, Heresy, 147–148.
23 Given, Inquisition, 25–51; Kras, System, 293–332; Pihko, Information and Lived 

Religion, 4, 9–10.
24 For detailed discussion regarding the epistemological implications of the process through 

which inquisitorial evidence was constructed, see Pihko, “Construction of Information”. See 
also Arnold, Inquisition and Power; Bruschi, Wandering Heretics.

25 Cf. Théry-Astruc, “Heretical Dissidence”, 91.
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Hope and Death in Early Fourteenth-Century 
Ariège: A Case Study

In 1308, the surviving members of the Issaura family were in trouble. The 
mother of the family, Ermengardis, and one of three adult sons, Guillelmus, 
had recently died under suspicious circumstances in their home village of 
Larnat in the Ariège. The father of the family, Arnaldus, along with his 
sons, Petrus and Ramundus, were accused of heresy and imprisoned by 
the inquisitors. According to the records of their confessions, each of them 
admitted to several interactions with the good men. The following analysis 
focuses primarily on Petrus Issaura’s deposition, which constitutes a coher-
ent narrative of hope-driven activities, and supplements it with those of his 
father and his brother, which make passing references to the same sequence 
of events.26

After his arrest, Petrus Issaura was interrogated in October 1308 at the 
Mur of Carcassonne in the gaoler’s chamber. His confession was heard by 
two Dominican friars, Jean du Faugoux and Géraud de Blomac, who were 
acting as lieutenants to their fellow Dominican, Geoffroy d’Ablis, inquisi-
tor of Carcassonne. A notary and witnesses were also present. The long 
record of Petrus’s deposition recounts various events that took place dur-
ing his decade-long involvement in dissident activities. Among other 
things, the record describes how he had encountered information about 
the prospect of salvation at the hands of the good men and even makes an 
explicit reference to his hope of saving his soul. The evidence indicates 
that about eight years earlier, the deponent’s late brother, Guillelmus, had 
told him that the good men, who are called heretics, had the power to save 
souls and that it was good to believe in them and to hold and follow their 
faith and ways. His brother also facilitated a meeting between the Issaura 
family and two good men, Petrus and Guillelmus Auterii. The inquisitors 
asked what the heretics said, and the deponent recalled the good men tell-
ing him that they were good Christians who held to the faith and way of 
God and the apostles, and that if he wanted to believe in them, they would 
place him on the path to salvation. The deponent also admitted that he 
assented willingly to this proposition. The record also states that the good 
men preached to the Issaura family, speaking, among other things, about 

26 See Pales-Gobilliard,  ed., Inquisiteur, 290–310 for Petrus Issaura’s deposition; ibid. 
310–322 for Arnaldus Issaura’s deposition; ibid. 260—290 for Ramundus Issaura’s 
deposition.
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salvation only being possible through them. Questioned further by the 
tribunal, the deponent was asked whether he had made a pact27 with the 
heretics to be received by them when he died, which he admitted, stating 
that he had promised to send for them if he were ill and in danger of 
dying, wanting to die in their faith and sect and hoping (sperans) to be 
saved by them.28 Likewise, the records of the depositions given by Petrus’s 
brother, Ramundus, and their father, Arnaldus, also indicate that they had 
heard about the possibility of salvation through the good men from sev-
eral sources, including discussions with family members.29 Moreover, the 
records imply that the Issaura brothers had heard of several consolamenta 
taking place in the community,30 and that a certain man had even received 
the rites at the Issaura house.31

The evidence of these interactions and the salvation-themed communi-
cation they entailed is quite standardized and primarily reflects the inquisi-
tors’ interpretation. Nevertheless, the depositions indicate that the entire 
Issaura family, including their late mother and brother, had been exposed 
to information about the possibility of obtaining salvation at the hands of 
the good men. They took this information to heart, and it arguably kin-
dled their hopes of salvation by providing an information context in which 
such hopes could arise.32 Years later, when Petrus and Ramundus Issaura 
were brought before the inquisitorial tribunal, they both renounced their 

27 On the seemingly common practice of making advance pacts with the good men to 
receive the consolamentum on the deathbed, see for example Duvernoy, Religion des cathares, 
159–160; Sparks, Heresy, 143.

28 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 290–292: “dixit quod VIII anni sunt elapse et amplius 
quod Guillelmus Issaura frater suus nunc deffunctus, quadam die de qua non recordatur, 
dixit ipsi testi quod Petrus et Guillelmus Auterii qui sunt de illis bonis hominibus qui vocan-
tur heretici erant in domo sua et ipse tenebat eos ibi et habebant, ut dixit sibi, potestatem 
salvandi animas et quod bonum erat credere in eis et tenere et sequi fidem et viam eorum et 
statim ostendit sibi dictos hereticos. Interrogatus quid dixerunt dicti heretici ipsi testi…, 
dixit quod dixerunt quod … ponerent eum in via salutis et salvationis si volebat credere eis. 
Et dictus testis respondit dictis hereticis se vellet credere eis et facere voluntatem suam in his 
que sibi mostrarent et dicerent pro salvatione anime sue”.

29 Ibid., 260–264, 310–314. On lay talk about salvation and the good men as evidenced in 
Languedocian inquisition records and sentences, see Pihko, Information and Lived Religion, 
223–231.

30 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 274, 302–304
31 Ibid., 274, 282, 286.
32 Cf. Blöser and Stahl, “Moral Psychology of Hope”, 2–3, who note that hope is con-

strained by the perceived plausibility and practical obtainability of what one hopes for. See 
also Paloutzian and Park, “Recent Progress”, 13, who argue that people do “not have goals 
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beliefs in the good men and abjured all heresy,33 but this hardly detracts 
from the fact that they both admitted to having held beliefs about salva-
tion and the good men for a long time and that these hopes motivated 
them to take action later, which becomes evident when reading on in the 
depositions.

Religion provides meaning by defining goals to strive for and by delin-
eating ways to achieve them. Religious ideas, such as the possibility of 
obtaining salvation through the consolamentum, also engender hope. 
Hope, in turn, provides motivation, which means that it energizes and 
directs individual and collective behaviour. Hope can foster agency even in 
the face of obstacles, such as impending death and inquisitorial persecu-
tion.34 When Guillelmus Issaura fell severely ill, the information about 
salvation at the hands of the good men that his family was privy to trans-
formed into a relevant resource. According to Petrus Issaura’s deposition, 
his brother had fallen ill around the feast day of the apostles Peter and Paul 
two years prior to the interrogation. One day during his illness, Guillelmus 
spoke to the deponent, saying that before he died, he very much wanted 
to have Christians (meaning, the record interjects, heretics) receive him in 
their sect and hereticate him. He asked the deponent to procure this for 
him and advised him to go to a man called Ramundus Sabaterii in the vil-
lage of Lordat, with whom he could find the heretics.35 This section of the 
record is, again, heavily standardized. The notary selected pertinent infor-
mation from the deponent’s confession and used a mixture of inquisitorial 
language (such as referring to the good men as heretics and the consola-
mentum as heretication) and what seems to be emic terminology (by also 
referring to the good men as Christians) to represent the information he 
reported to the tribunal. Despite heavy-handed selection and abstraction, 
the record does imply that when the deponent’s brother felt his end was 
near, his hope of salvation motivated him to request help from his family 

or purposeful motives, let alone more lofty spiritual strivings, in a non-meaning-laden 
vacuum.”

33 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 282, 304.
34 Calhoun, Doing Valuable Time, 3–4, 68–89; Emmons and Schnitker, “Gods and Goals”, 

256–257, 259; Feldman, “Meaning of Hope”, 141–142; Feldman and Snyder, “Hope”, 
406–407; Kellehear, Social History of Dying, 47; Miceli and Castelfranchi, “Hope”, 254.

35 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 298: “Et quadam die, dictus infirmus dixit ipsi testi 
quod multum vellet habere antequam moreretur christianos videlicet hereticos qui reciperent 
eum in sectam suam et hereticarent. Et rogavit eum quod hoc procuraret sibi et quod iret ad 
Ramundum Sabaterii de Lordato cum quo posset de illis hereticis invenire.”
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to bring the good men to his deathbed. He also seems to have been privy 
to information that the good men might be found in Lordat, and he 
informed the deponent of this and directed his actions by asking him to go 
there on his behalf.36

By the time of Guillelmus’s illness in the early fourteenth century, 
inquisitorial persecution and surveillance had made the situation extremely 
difficult for the Languedocian good men and their lay supporters. 
Facilitating the administration of the consolamentum often presented a 
logistical challenge; the good men had to be located and smuggled to the 
deathbed before the would-be recipient of the ritual died. Thus, those 
who hoped to receive the ritual often had to rely on networks of commu-
nication and the assistance of other people.37 As inquisitors were so inter-
ested in gathering evidence about these activities, inquisition records 
afford a revealing vantage point into the communality of the Languedocian 
deathbed.38 Urgently looking for the good men when someone was at 
death’s door is a recurring theme in the material. According to the record 
of his deposition, Petrus Issaura admitted that he had acted at his broth-
er’s request. Directed by what his brother told him and motivated by what 
can be assumed to have been a combination of family loyalty and his own 
hopes and beliefs regarding the good men as a means to salvation, he took 
upon himself the potentially risky and arduous task of going in search of 
someone who could perform the consolamentum. He travelled swiftly to 
Lordat with the intention of speaking with Ramundus Sabaterii. After 
finding him, the deponent informed Ramundus that he had come on 
behalf of his dying brother, who wanted to be received by the good 
Christians (again, the record adamantly interposes that this meant the her-
etics). The deponent inquired whether Ramundus happened to have any 
of them in his house or knew where they might be found, but unfortu-
nately encountered difficulties as Ramundus informed him that no good 
men were currently at his house. Instead, Ramundus suggested that the 
deponent should make for the house of Arnaldus Auterii in Ax-les-
Thermes, who was the son of the heretic Petrus Auterii. His assumption 

36 Cf. Nissi, Communality of Death, 81–82.
37 Lambert, Cathars, 239; Sparks, Heresy, 124, 129–131, 149–150, 154. Cf. Kellehear, 

Social History of Dying, 2, who notes that the history of death reveals people’s interdepen-
dency on each other.

38 On the communality of the Languedocian deathbed, see Sparks, Heresy, 124–127. On 
the communality of death and dying in the Middle Ages in general, see Nissi, Communality 
of Death.
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was that there the deponent could find what he was asking for.39 Redirecting 
his search, the deponent went to Ax-les-Thermes to the house of his sister, 
who was a resident of the village. Perhaps thinking that his sister, as a local, 
was familiar with Arnaldus Auterii, he asked her to go to him and to tell 
him that the deponent wanted to see him. For reasons left unstated in the 
record, his sister declined to do so but guided the deponent to the correct 
house. On visiting the man, the deponent informed him that his brother 
was sick, that he wanted to be received by the heretics, and that he had 
come to ask whether Arnaldus knew of any heretic who was available for 
the task. According to the record, Arnaldus replied that he would see if he 
could find someone and told the deponent to return to him in the 
evening.40

In the interrogation, the deponent claimed to have done as advised. He 
returned to Arnaldus’s house in the evening, and they shared a meal. After 
nightfall, the two men walked out of the village to find the good man 
Amelius de Perlis, who was waiting for them in the company of another 
man whose name the deponent denied knowing. According to the record, 
the deponent greeted the good man, who already knew the reason for his 
visit. After contact was established, Arnaldus and the fourth man returned 
to the village and the deponent, together with his new companion, made 
haste and reached the Issaura house in Larnat near daybreak.41 The 

39 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 298: “Tunc dictus testis ad requisitionem dicti fratris 
sui infirmi … ibat apud Lordatum locutum cum dicto Ramundo Sabaterii … et dixit ei quod 
ad eum veniebat ex parte Guillelmi fratris sui predicti infirmi ad mortem, qui volebat recipi 
per bonos christianos, videlicet hereticos. Et interrogavit si ipse Ramundus Sabaterii habebat 
aliquem de illis in domo sua vel sciebat. Tunc dictus Ramundus Sabaterii dixit ipsi testi quod 
nullus hereticus erat tunc in domo sua, sed mandavit ipsum ire apud Ax ad Arnaldum Auterii 
filium Petri Auterii heretici cum quo inveniret quod petebat.”

40 Ibid., 298–300: “Tunc ipse testis ivit apud Ax ad domum Margaride sororis sue cui dixit 
quod iret ad Arnaldum Auterii et quod diceret ei quod ipse volebat loqui cum ipso, tamen 
non ivit sed ostendit ipsi testi domum dicti Arnaldi. Et ipse testis ivit illuc et invenit ibi dic-
tum Arnaldum Auterii, cui dixit quod Guillelmus frater suus erat infirmus ad mortem et 
volebat recipi in fide seu secta hereticorum et propter hoc venerat ad eum si sciret aliquem 
hereticum qui posset ipsum recipere. Qui Arnaldus respondit ipsi testi quod videret si posset 
aliquem invenire et quod rediret ad eum in vesperis”. Cf. ibid., 322, where it is stated that 
on another occasion a certain man had come to Petrus Issaura’s house looking for the good 
men to administer the consolamentum to someone.

41 Ibid., 300: “post illam comestionem, ipse testis et dictus Arnaldus iverunt extra villam de 
Ax et in exitu dicte ville invenerunt Amelium de Perlis hereticum et quendam hominem cum 
ipso cuius nomen ignorat et erat tunc nox in principio noctis. Tunc dictus testis cognoscens 
dictum hereticum … salutavit eum … et dictus hereticus similiter ipsum letanter recepit, 

10  HERETICAL HOPE: STRIVING FOR SALVATION AND THE GOOD DEATH… 



226

deponent’s hope to provide salvation for his dying brother seems to have 
motivated his search for a good man. No effort was spared as the depo-
nent embarked on a round trip of approximately sixty kilometres from 
Larnat to Ax-les-Thermes via Lordat and back.42 The evidence speaks for 
the fact that grand religious goals, such as salvation of the soul, are often 
pursued through more concrete and practical subsidiary goals.43 Despite 
its limitations, the record makes visible an abstraction of certain elements 
from the deponent’s confession in which he described the pursuit of his 
ultimate goal through a sequence of information-based navigation, com-
munication, and social collaboration with several other actors. These indi-
viduals were also incriminated by the deposition, which explains why the 
tribunal chose to record evidence about related interactions. Despite risks 
and the associated costs, people who sympathized with the good men and 
their salvific agenda stuck together and helped each other in the face of 
impending death.44 Assistance received from Arnaldus Auterii, who was 
involved in dissident activities through his family connections, proved vital 
for the deponent’s efforts. The record also implies that advance arrange-
ments were made during the day to meet secretly at night at a designated 
place outside the village, and that the good man had also been informed 
of the reason why the deponent was looking for him. While the finer 
nuances of these arrangements remain unknowable, the evidence indicates 
that the hopeful efforts of striving for salvation and the good death could 
be collective and that these activities often relied on co-operation.

Circumstantial difficulties could sometimes result in failed attempts to 
bring the good men to the dying. Such cases are also documented in 
Languedocian inquisition records as it was of inquisitorial interest to 

sciens iam per dictum Arnaldum Auterii ad quid venerat ipse testis. Tunc dictus Arnaldus 
Auterii et dictus homo qui erat cum dicto heretico redierunt apud Ax et dictus testis et dictus 
hereticus iverunt per totam noctem donec fuerunt apud Lernatum in domo sua ubi dictus 
frater suus infirmabatur et quando fuerunt ibi, fuit prope diem”. According to ibid., 264, the 
good man Amelius de Perlis was already familiar to the deponent from a previous encounter.

42 This rough estimate of the distance travelled by the deponent is simply based on infor-
mation about the walking distance between the places in question provided by a modern 
online map service. The routes used by those traversing the Languedocian countryside in the 
Middle Ages could, obviously, differ significantly from the routes used today. On heretical 
mobility in general, see Bruschi, Wandering Heretics.

43 Park, “Religion and Meaning”, 366. See also Feldman and Snyder, “Hope”, 406; 
Paloutzian, Invitation, 70–71.

44 Nissi, Communality of Death, 16 refers to such collaborative activities as “the social 
strategies of a community … in the process of death”.
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establish whether someone had successfully received the consolamentum. 
For example, Petrus and Ramundus Issaura’s depositions recount how 
their ailing mother had asked for the good men in vain, as Ramundus, 
despite best efforts, was unable to procure them for her in time. Her hopes 
for salvation were not granted and she died a bad death.45 Guillelmus 
Issaura, however, was more fortunate. When the deponent and the good 
man arrived in Larnat in the morning, he was still alive. The inquisitors 
asked the deponent what the heretic did when they came to the house, to 
which he responded that the good man went to see his brother and found 
him to be in relatively good shape. The good man asked Guillelmus 
whether he wanted to be received into the faith and sect of the heretics, 
and whether he wanted to hold and serve the precepts of God and God’s 
own, to which he gladly and willingly agreed. He was also asked to pardon 
all those who had said or done bad to him, to which he conceded.46 The 
good man seems to have been in a hurry to ascertain Guillelmus’s condi-
tion, as it was important to defer the consolamentum until the last possible 
moment but, simultaneously, the recipient had to be sufficiently lucid to 
give verbal consent.47 In this case, there was apparently no urgency and the 
ritual was not administered immediately. Engaging in bedside discussion, 
the good man established that Guillelmus was amenable to receiving the 
consolamentum and advised him to forgive past transgressions for his spiri-
tual benefit. Apart from the communication of consent, such peripheral 
aspects of the ritual are rarely seen in Languedocian inquisition records as 
these documents often tend to describe deathbed interactions in a short 
and heavily standardized manner. It is difficult to know how prevalent 
such exchanges prior to receiving the ritual were, but at least in this case it 
does seem that they were an important part in the hopeful process of seek-
ing salvation.

45 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 270, 308. See also ibid., 268 for a reference to another 
occasion when Ramundus Issaura failed in his attempt to bring the good men to a woman 
who was dying.

46 Ibid., 300: “Interrogatus quid fecit tunc dictus hereticus, dixit quod statim voluit videre 
et visitare dictum Guillelmum fratrem suum infirmum et invenit eum tunc satis in bono statu 
et dixit quod staret dictus infirmus usque ad noctem, volens tunc aliquid aliud facere sibi sed 
dixit ei si volebat recipi in fide et secta dicti heretici et si volebat tenere et servare precepta 
Dei et sua, qui respondit quod sic gaudenter et libenter. Tunc dictus hereticus dixit dicto 
infirmo quod parceret omni homini et omni persone que sibi dixerat vel fecerat malum et 
dictus infirmus totum concessit dicto heretico.”

47 Sparks, Heresy, 127–128, 141–143, 154.
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The following night, Guillelmus asked for something to drink but was 
unable to swallow the water his father poured into his mouth. His inability 
to consume liquids was apparently interpreted as a sign of impending 
death as the record states that immediately after this the good man hereti-
cated him and received him into his sect.48 Asked for more details about 
the ritual, the deponent reported that the good man knelt beside his 
brother, held a book over him, and read some words from the book in 
such a low voice that he could not understand what he said. Pressed for 
more details, he claimed not to remember anything else about the ritual.49 
This description of ritual acts at the deathbed is familiar to anyone who has 
read extensively in Languedocian inquisition records. From the perspec-
tive of the authorities, it was important to establish that the consolamen-
tum had taken place in a way that confirmed preconceived inquisitorial 
assumptions about this transgressive ritual. Further questions ensued, and 
the deponent was asked among other things who had been present during 
the ritual (he gave the names of Issaura family members and also men-
tioned Guillelmus’s wife), whether his sister-in-law had consented50 to the 
ritual (which she did), whether his brother died after the ritual (which he 
did), and how long the heretic had subsequently stayed in the house and 
where had he gone next (Ramundus Issaura took him to an unknown 
location the following night).51

As a result of the tribunal’s investigative goal of uncovering heretical 
transgression, Petrus Issaura’s deposition dwells on the social aspects and 

48 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 300: “Postque nocte sequenti cum dictus infirmus 
peteret potum, Arnaldus Issaura pater ipsius infirmi ministravit sibi et dedit, presente et 
vidente dicto heretico, unum cloquear de aqua et posuit in ore dicti infirmi parum dicte aque 
et dictus infirmus dixit sicut potuit et fecit signum quod non poterat intrare. Tunc dictus 
hereticus qui erat ibi presens statim hereticavit dictum infirmum et recepit in sectam suam.” 
On the observation and interpretation of the so-called signs of death in the Middle Ages, see 
Krötzl, “Evidentissima signa mortis”; Nissi, “Quomodo scit quod mortus erat”.

49 Ibid., 300: “Interrogatus de modo hereticationis seu receptionis huiusmodi, dixit quod 
dictus hereticus posuit unum librum suum super capud dicti infirmi, in quo libro legebat 
quedam verba que ipse testis non poterat intelligere, quia voce sumissa legebat ita quod vix 
poterat audiri, et legebat et tenebat dictum librum super caput dicti infirmi et stabat flexis 
genibus coram ipso. Interrogatus si fecit aliquid aliud, dixit quod non quod recordetur.”

50 On the practice of acquiring spousal consent for the consolamentum, see Sparks, Heresy, 
131–133, 150, 155.

51 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 300–302. See ibid. 306 for a later addition according 
to which Petrus and Ramundus Issaura’s sister had also been present during Guillelmus’s 
consolamentum.
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technicalities of the ritual instead of, for example, the meanings that those 
in attendance ascribed to these acts, the emotional impact of the death of 
a family member,52 or what was done with Guillelmus’s body,53 all of 
which are left implicit in the record. It is also worth noting that the depo-
sitions of Ramundus and Arnaldus Issaura do not refer to the consolamentum 
of Guillelmus, even though they were present during the ritual. This, 
however, may be due to chance, as both depositions are missing a couple 
of folia.54 The evidentiary biases of inquisitorial material delimit the histo-
rian’s opportunities to engage with the history of hope. Even so, what 
inquisition records do make visible, at least to a degree, are hopeful activi-
ties and the communality of the Languedocian deathbed. An important 
part of this communality were the collective, goal-oriented strivings moti-
vated by hope through which people sought to secure salvation and the 
good death for those who were dying. In the case analysed in this chapter, 
the hopeful efforts of Petrus Issaura and his various collaborators aimed at 
procuring a good man to Guillelmus Issaura’s deathbed culminated in the 
successful administration of the consolamentum that saved Guillelmus’s 
soul and in so doing fulfilled the hopes of those concerned.

Conclusion

The historian of hope is faced with an epistemological challenge: if hope is 
understood as private and interior to the hoping individual, the body of 
historical sources that permit the study of hope is severely restricted. To 
remedy this methodological predicament, I propose that historians can 
conceptualize hope as a distributed phenomenon inseparable from the 
contexts that give rise to hopes and within which these hopes are pursued. 
In other words, the suggestion is to not think of hope as something situ-
ated entirely within the interiority of the historical subject. Rather, a pro-
ductive approach to hope as an historical phenomenon considers it as 
extending outward from this interiority. Hope, thus conceived, is situated 

52 On emotions and death in medieval Languedoc, see Sparks, Heresy, 138–141, 150, 155. 
See also Ocker, “Motion of Another’s Death”.

53 See Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 306–308, 316 for references in Petrus Issaura’s 
deposition to the burial of other consolamentum recipients. On burial in medieval Languedoc, 
see Sparks, Heresy, 146–149, 155. See also Gray, “Deathbed and Burial Rituals”, 119–124.

54 See, however, Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 286 for a reference in Ramundus 
Issaura’s later deposition, according to which he had heard his sister-in-law talk about her 
husband’s consolamentum.
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in the reciprocal feedback loop between the hopeful and their environ-
ment, which provides objects for hope and affords pathways for engaging 
with them. This is not to argue that the hopes of a given historical indi-
vidual are accessible in any straightforward manner, but that some of the 
dynamics of this inherent situatedness of hope can be discerned through 
the traces of hopeful actions in historical sources.

Medieval inquisition records constitute a technology and repository of 
persecution. That being said, this chapter has demonstrated that they also 
afford opportunities for studying the history of hope. Due to their legal 
interest in activities related to death rituals, Languedocian heresy inquisi-
tors came to produce evidence about the dynamics of the cultural and 
social situatedness of hope for salvation and the good death. As shown 
through a close reading of depositions related to the consolamentum of 
Guillelmus Issaura, these hopes are discernible in inquisitorial documents 
as a motivational force for goal-oriented strivings from which the possibil-
ity of administering the ritual emerged. The evidence indicated that the 
entire Issaura family was exposed to information about the possibility of 
finding salvation at the hands of the good men. This information gave 
them something to hope for. When Guillelmus fell ill, he acted on his 
hope to save his soul and requested assistance from his family. Petrus 
Issaura, who admitted to having held similar hopes and beliefs about salva-
tion at the time, took it upon himself to help and went looking for a good 
man who could administer the consolamentum to his ailing brother. His 
search relied heavily on information and assistance garnered from several 
collaborators, and it was only as a result of these collective efforts that he 
ultimately succeeded in finding a good man and facilitating the adminis-
tration of the salvific ritual in time before his brother’s demise. The evi-
dence also describes communication at the deathbed and the gathering of 
family members to witness the ritual. The risks involved in such participa-
tion materialized later, when surviving members of the Issaura family were 
imprisoned and brought to trial. Despite these risks, the existential hope 
of salvation motivated engagement in these activities of utmost urgency 
and, conversely, these activities served to bolster the hopes of those 
involved. Thus, the various activities surrounding Guillelmus Issaura’s 
deathbed should not be taken as mere indicators of internal states, such as 
hope, but as an irreducible dimension of the construction and mainte-
nance of hope as a distributed, temporally extended process that relied on 
the practices of historical actors in their context.
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All in all, the case analysed in this chapter highlights the significance of 
hope of salvation and the good death as motivation for participation in the 
communal process of dying in early fourteenth-century Languedoc. This 
hope was both individual and collective, as people hoped for their own 
salvation but also for the salvation of others. Many seem to have been will-
ing to help each other reach this grand goal, and these shared activities 
arguably fostered social cohesion among those lay people who saw prom-
ise and value in the teachings and soteriological mission of the allegedly 
heretical good men. While inquisitorial evidence may overemphasize the 
centrality of the consolamentum at the expense of other aspects of dissident 
religiosity, paying attention to the strivings related to it is revealing of the 
hopes and meanings attributed to the ritual and its spiritual implications at 
the emic level. Perhaps these hopes were even one of the factors that moti-
vated people to participate in dissent.
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CHAPTER 11

Latter-Day Lazaruses: Hoping to Avoid 
Death in the Late Middle Ages

Jyrki Nissi

Roger Wieck analyzed the so-called good death in the context of late 
medieval Books of Hours in his commendable book chapter in 1999. 
Wieck termed the good death as “death desired.”1 Wieck and many other 
scholars have shown that a good death was something that the Catholic 
Church instructed people to aspire to in the late Middle Ages.2 My chap-
ter aims to demonstrate the other side of late medieval death acceptance, 
the side that is less idealistic. The purpose is not to deny the existence of 
“death desired” but to show that people’s hopes were multifaceted when 
they faced death in the late Middle Ages.

Wieck’s idea of desired death fits well into the late medieval theological 
thinking. Even more clearly than in the illuminations of the Books of 

1 Wieck, “The Death Desired”.
2 The list of such studies is long. For a recent overview see Bates, “Preparations for a 

Christian Death”.
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Hours, the importance of the good Christian death was emphasized in the 
late medieval self-help genre called ars moriendi (art of dying well).3 
Instructions to accept one’s end were preached from the pulpit by the 
most famous preachers of the fifteenth century,4 and there is no reason to 
believe that lesser-known friars, monks, and priests did not do the same as 
the guidebooks spread all over Europe. A similar acceptable attitude 
towards death and dying was evident in late medieval medical thinking: 
Excessive mourning over dead relatives or friends was considered harmful 
to one’s health.5

Thus, both religious and medical reasons advocated to remain calm in 
the face of death. Nevertheless, one finds devoted attempts to avoid death 
in late medieval canonization processes and miracle collections. These 
sources include depositions and narratives about incidents in which some-
one was about to die or was allegedly dead already, but the person escaped 
death after people prayed for a saint’s help. These death-related  miracles 
are this chapter’s source material. I have previously analyzed them from 
the perspective of communality, fear and death denial.6 Here, I will pay 
attention to the ways in which coming back to life from a mortal state was 
scripted with respect to hope.

My understanding of hope follows psychologist Richard S. Lazarus’s 
definition: “To hope is to believe that something positive, which does not 
presently apply to one’s life, could still materialize.” In Lazarus’s view 
hope is more than desire because “it requires the belief in the possibility of 
a favorable outcome.”7 This definition suits the study of medieval miracles 
well because faith was the essential element of miraculous cures, as Jenni 
Kuuliala notes in her chapter in the present volume.

As a theoretical framework of this paper, I am using the terror manage-
ment theory that focuses on the pervasive role that death awareness plays 
in human lives. Ernest Becker noted in his famous 1973 book, The Denial 
of Death, that the terror of death is one of the principal things that moves 

3 Again, the list is vast. See, for example, Appleford, Learning to Die.
4 On Bernardino of Siena’s sermon on the last things, see Mormando, “What Happens to 

Us”. On Girolamo Savonarola’s sermon on the art of dying, see Borelli & Pastore Passaro, 
Selected Writings, 35–46.

5 Cohen-Hanegbi, Caring for the Living Soul, 176–179.
6 E.g. Nissi, “Communal Acts”; Nissi, “Are You Content”; Nissi and Testoni, “Devotion 

to Saints”.
7 Lazarus, “Hope”, 653.
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men.8 According to present-day psychologists, people manage their fear of 
death primarily through cultural worldviews and belief systems, like reli-
gions, that provide individuals with both literal and symbolic immortality.9 
I propose that in addition to the Christian belief in an afterlife, the interac-
tion with saints eased death-related emotions in the late Middle Ages.

The composition of the chapter follows the ultimate resurrection mira-
cle that was known to everybody in late medieval Europe, the Lazarus 
narrative of John 11. The story of Lazarus was preached from the pulpit 
all over Christendom each year on the Saturday before Palm Sunday as this 
Biblical story started the Eastertide. Additionally, paintings on the walls of 
many medieval parish churches visualized this event. Lazarus’ importance 
grew through the Office of the Dead as the Books of Hours became ever-
more popular from the fourteenth century onwards.10 At the same time, 
the character of Lazarus starred in Biblical dramatic literature that is com-
monly known as mystery plays.11 The Lazarus narrative was interpreted as 
a reference to Christ’s salvation story in both of these literary genres, as it 
had been interpreted from the days of the second-generation disciples for 
whom John wrote his gospel.12 Medieval writers and illuminators modi-
fied the Biblical narrative so that Lazarus could be used even as a model of 
how to die well.13 Lazarus’ function in the popular late medieval didactic 
vision literature called Visio Lazari, on the other hand, was to warn people 
about the torments of Hell.14 I will show that, in the context of late medi-
eval miracles, the Lazarus narrative was also seen in a more temporal way.

I propose that the Lazarus narrative pointed to late medieval people 
very concretely that the line between life and death was not set in stone. 
However, how accurately were the details of this narrative used in the late 
medieval canonization processes and miracle collections? Did the verses of 
John 11 offer late medieval Christians a pattern of lived religion on how 
to attain a sense of hope for temporal life? Lived religion as a concept 
means that religion was something that people lived out in their daily lives. 
Studies concerned in lived religion aim to study, for example, how religion 

8 Becker, The Denial of Death, 11.
9 Solomon, Greenberg & Pyszczynski, The Worm at the Core, 8–11.
10 Schell, Image and the Office of the Dead.
11 Ashley, “The Resurrection of Lazarus”; Goodland, “Us for to wepe”; Hayes, “The 

Lazarus Effect”.
12 North, “Lord if you had been here”.
13 Ashley, “The Resurrection of Lazarus”; Schell, Image and the Office of the Dead, 193.
14 Gallagher, “The Visio Lazari”.
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is reflected in people’s gestures and bodily behavior or how one partici-
pates in one’s community through the performance of religious practic-
es.15 My aim, by reading late medieval resurrection miracles concurrently 
with the Lazarus narrative, is to discover to what extent people explained 
resurrection experiences by their culturally and religiously important 
Lazarus narrative.16 Did deponents emulated the actions described in the 
biblical narrative when they articulated their interaction with saints?

Resurrection Miracles as Source Material

Medieval sources are generally rather silent about common people’s expe-
riences around a dead or dying person. Resurrection miracles and other 
death-related miracles that were recorded in canonization processes and 
miracle collections, however, contribute to our understanding of the 
medieval deathbed scene of ordinary lay people.17 Hundreds of such mir-
acles were recorded all over Europe during the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries. The goal of a canonization process was to determine whether a 
candidate in question was a true saint. Canonization came under papal 
control in 1234. Canonization was regarded as a causa maior, which 
meant that only a pope could make the final decision on the canonization. 
Hearing and recording witnesses’ testimonies consequently had to be 
done according to the requirements of the ordo iudicarius, the Roman 
Canonical procedure. Witnesses selected by local proctors testified to the 
beforehand-prepared articles about a saint’s pious life and miracles. The 
translated testimonies were scribed by public notaries in juridical form that 
guaranteed the publicity and authenticity of documents. The testimonies 
were then arranged for the papal Curia, where they were examined by the 
consistory of the cardinals. The canonization was made public by a papal 
bull if it was finally accepted.18

The recorded testimonies of canonization processes are a result of an 
inquisitorial process, whereas narratives of miracle collections were not 

15 On lived religion in the context of medieval and early modern communities, see Katajala-
Peltomaa and Toivo Lived Religion. See also Jenni Kuuliala’s chapter in this volume.

16 On Lazarus narrative’s cultural importance over the centuries, see Stefenelli, 
Lazaruserfahrungen.

17 On the historiography of using miracles in death studies, see Nissi, The Communality of 
Death and Dying, 31–38; Nissi, “Are You Content”, 175–179. On the other sources that 
death scholars have used during the past thirty years, see Booth & Tingle, “Introduction”, 1–14.

18 Paciocco, “The Canonization of Saints”.
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controlled by juridical regulations. The interrogations of canonization 
processes were carried out in the manner of a trial, but the miracle collec-
tions were composed in a more liberal manner. They are typically miracle 
registers in which the cases have been recorded chronologically at shrines 
by priests, monks, or friars who heard the narratives from pilgrims who 
visited the site in gratitude for the experienced miracles. The written nar-
ratives may be molded by the hagiographers, and the miracles in collec-
tions may be selected from a larger corpus of miracles. Yet, the scribes had 
to take into consideration also the possibility that the narratives would be 
scrutinized sometime in the future when deliberating the possibility of 
opening a canonization process.19

This chapter places itself in the research field in which medieval inquisi-
tion records are seen as valuable sources when studying medieval lived 
religion.20 Despite the obvious methodological challenges that will be dis-
cussed further in the analysis, the value of the miracle testimonies has been 
generally accepted by historians.21 The message, or the narrative level, is 
that of witnesses, even though the language of depositions is not of wit-
nesses but of commissioners and notaries.22 Resurrection miracles give evi-
dence of the acts and emotions that were collectively considered essential 
regarding death and dying. Even if the experiences of the so-called ordi-
nary people are approachable only in a mediated form in miracle testimo-
nies, the narratives and depositions reflected the culturally, socially, and 
spiritually accepted norms and views on how to be in interaction with saints.

The number of recorded resurrection miracles increased towards the 
end of the Middle Ages.23 During the past few years, I have gathered 
information on approximately 400 resurrection miracles. These cases are 
only a portion of all the resurrection cases that were recorded in the late 
Middle Ages. The full account of all the late medieval resurrection mira-
cles remains to be done. Based on my previous research, I have selected to 
focus here especially on the canonization processes of Francesca Romana 

19 On the composition of miracle collections, see, for example, Wilson, “Writing Miracle 
Collections”.

20 See also Jenni Kuuliala’s and Saku Pihko’s chapters in this volume.
21 On the historiography, see Krötzl & Katajala-Peltomaa, “Approaching Twelfth- to 

Fifteenth-Century Miracles”, 9–15.
22 See, for example, Smoller, “Miracle, Memory and Meaning”, 430–431; Goodich, 

“Mirabilis deus in sanctis suis”, 143–144.
23 Vauchez, Sainthood, 468; Nissi, The Communality of Death and Dying, 54.
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(1384–1440)24 and Bernardino of Siena (1380–1444)25 that were both 
recorded in Italy around the middle of the fifteenth century. The former is 
important because of the high number of recorded resurrections and the 
latter because of the detail of the written depositions. I fill the picture in 
with other Italian examples. The reader should keep in mind that resurrec-
tion miracles were experienced and recorded all over Western Christendom 
in the late Middle Ages, despite the focus on Italy in this chapter.

Following the Biblical Example

Christ is reported in the New Testament to have resurrected three persons 
from the dead: the daughter of synagogue leader Jairus,26 a son of a widow 
from Nain,27 and, most famously, Lazarus of Bethany.28 The resurrection 
of Lazarus was the pinnacle of Jesus’ public ministry in the Gospel of 
John. Liturgically, it is the moment when Christ’s passion begins. It is also 
considered to be Christ’s first triumph over death.

It has been established by historians that the miracles that Christ and 
the apostles performed in the Bible served on a general level as an example 
for saints.29 Witnesses of canonization processes, commissioners, and 
notaries considered that relating the event to the patterns of the Gospel 
made a miracle more trustworthy.30 Resurrection miracles were considered 
the ultimate miracles a saint could perform. Nevertheless, no previous 
study has analyzed in detail their relationship with the Lazarus narrative. 

24 Francesca Romana, originally Francesca Bussa, was an aristocratic Roman woman, a wife 
to a papal troop commander Lorenzo Ponziani, a mystic with a gift of visions and an orga-
nizer of charitable services. Francesca’s canonization process consisted of three inquests that 
were held in Rome in 1440, 1443, and 1451. On the practicalities of the process see, for 
example, Esch, “I processi medioevali”.

25 Bernardino of Siena was a friar minor, observant reformer, and one of the most famous 
preachers of his time. Bernardino’s canonization process consisted of three inquests, which 
were held in 1445 and 1447 in L’Aquila and in 1448 in different locations in Central Italy. 
On the practicalities of the process, see, for example, Pellegrini, “Testifying to Miracles”.

26 Mark 5:21–43; Matt. 9:18–26; Luke 8:40–56.
27 Luke 7:11–17.
28 John 11:1–44. The apostles, in addition to Christ, were also able to resurrect the dead. 

Saint Peter resurrected a woman called Tabitha (in Greek known as Dorcas) in the city of 
Jaffa. Acts 9:36–41. The apostle Paul raised a man in Troas named Eutychus, who, after lis-
tening to Paul’s speech by a windowsill, fell asleep and fell from a third storey to his death. 
Acts 20:7–12.

29 On the biblical example of miracles, see, for example, Vauchez, Sainthood, 466–467.
30 Csepregi, “Miracle Types and Narratives”, 339.
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Thus, this chapter will generate fresh insight into the ways that Biblical 
examples were later used when testifying to miracles.

For this chapter I have selected three main scenes of the Lazarus narra-
tive through which I inspect late medieval resurrection miracles. These 
main elements are (1) Jesus is informed about the approaching death and 
his help is requested, (2) people express their sorrow by crying, and Jesus 
prays for resurrection, (3) the desperate situation is emphasized and 
Lazarus returns to the world of the living.

Requesting Help from a Holy Person

Now a certain man was sick, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her 
sister Martha. It was the Mary who anointed the Lord with ointment, and 
wiped His feet with her hair, whose brother Lazarus was sick. So the sisters 
sent word to Him, saying, “Lord, behold, he whom You love is sick.”31

The first three verses of the Lazarus narrative explain how the sick man’s 
sisters sent word to Jesus that Lazarus was dying. According to John’s 
gospel, Jesus’ miracle working skills were widely known at this point in his 
public ministry; therefore, the women close to him requested his help. 
According to the Biblical narrative, this is the starting point of an upcom-
ing miracle. However, Jesus did not travel immediately after he was 
informed about the approaching death. Instead, he took the opportunity 
to strengthen his followers’ belief. Jesus travelled to Bethany with his 
company only when Lazarus had already died.

In medieval miracles, help requests were sent at the outset of miracu-
lous events—not only of resurrections but also of all kinds of miracles. 
This interaction happened on a mental level in post mortem miracles: 
People placed their hope on the intercessions of deceased saints. 
Experiences of interactions with living holy people at the moment of death 
were recorded among the in vita miracles. These kinds of cases are espe-
cially evident in the canonization process of Francesca Romana. The per-
centage of resurrections in Francesca’s process is as high as 21 percent (42 
resurrections out of 199 miracles). Most resurrection cases in Francesca’s 
canonization process are about adults, which makes it interesting source 

31 John 11: 1–3. Bible quotations are from the New American Standard Bible 1995.
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material to analyze for resurrection miracles regarding their connection to 
the Lazarus narrative.32

In the resurrection miracles recorded among Francesca’s in vita mira-
cles, the saint is informed about the occurring death moment in one way 
or another, and then she either visited the dying person or prayed at a 
distance for their recovery. In a miraculous case that was recorded in the 
canonization hearing of 1451, Francesca is reported to have visited 
50-year-old Perna in 1438 whose daughter Antonia had only recently died 
from plague. According to the case’s articulus, which is a sort of summary 
that deponents testified to be true, Perna herself was close to death when 
Francesca visited her. The pious woman allegedly consoled the sorrowful 
Perna by saying, “Do not be disturbed by your daughter’s death because 
she is saved.” The articulus text continues by adding that Francesca asked 
Perna what her condition was. She reportedly replied that the state of her 
health was poor because she suffered from plague and extensive fever. 
Francesca then touched the spots of plague on her body and Perna started 
to heal.33

Perna and her son Paulus gave depositions to this miracle. They both 
mentioned that Perna had been in danger of dying but recovered after 
Francesca had visited her. Paulus reportedly had not been present at the 
time because he had fled the plague outside the city, but afterwards Perna 
had told him everything.34 Perna reported in her testimony that Francesca 
had told her that she should not be distressed by her daughter’s death. 
According to her deposition, Perna had explained to Francesca that in 
addition to the sorrow caused by her daughter’s death, she was also suffer-
ing from plague. Francesca accordingly replied that “have faith and hope 
in our Lord Jesus Christ and you will be liberated by the grace of God.”35

Francesca’s words have been written down as a direct quotation, which 
gives a vivid impression of Francesca’s and Perna’s encounter. However, 

32 On the age of resurrected people, see Nissi, “Communal Acts”, 153.
33 “…Perna … erat iam morti propinqua; beata Francisca ipsam visitavit propter obitum 

filie ei dixit: ‘Noli turbari de transitu tue filie quia salva est; et tu quomodo stas?’; respondit: 
male sto, quia pestem habeo et maximas febres: tunc beata Francisca posuit manum super 
locum pestis et subito pestis evanuit, et febris similiter eam dimisit.” Lugano, I processi 
inediti, 277.

34 Lugano, I processi inediti, 277.
35 “Tunc b. Francesca ipsam confortando et consolendo dixit sibi: ‘Habeas fidem et spem 

in Dominum nostrum Iesu Christum et gratia Dei liberaberis’; et pestem tetigit.” Lugano, I 
processi inediti, 277.
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the source replicates neither the verbatim interrogation held at the hearing 
nor, obviously, the actual historical event. The written depositions in the 
canonization records are documentations of oral testimonies that have 
been translated from the vernacular into Latin, then edited and dissected 
by inquisitors and notaries to put them into the form of a miracle narra-
tive.36 Thus, what we read from the source is a clerical construction of an 
oral testimony.

Perna and Paulus gave their testimonies 13 years after the miracle had 
occurred. A miraculous event was a momentous occurrence and therefore 
hard to forget. However, the experience must have been reminisced about 
several times with other people. This is explicitly mentioned in Paulus’ 
deposition as he testified that Perna had told him everything. This kind of 
retelling of the events led to the formation of communal memory. 
Memories also fade and become distorted during the years, which had 
influence on depositions.37

The written record demonstrates how Francesca as a living saint was 
considered to have a close relationship with God; therefore, her presence 
and words were desired at such desperate moments. Even if the miracle is 
not as spectacular as some others in which a miraculé was recorded to be 
dead already, the case served as potent evidence of Francesca’s sainthood 
for the canonization commission. Just like the Catholic Church taught 
about saints, Francesca is described as acting like an instrument of God. 
The words about faith (fides) and hope (spes) that have been put into 
Francesca’s mouth in the canonization dossier are a literal demonstration 
of how the saint was presented as an intermediator of miracles: Thanks to 
the power of Francesca’s prayers, God prevented Perna’s death. The 
mourning woman just had to believe and place her hope on Christ. This 
and several other similar instances in Rome strengthened people’s belief in 
Francesca’s saintly nature, and consequently, many placed their hopes on 
Francesca’s intercession during such dire moments.

Moreover, the deposition implies the belief that Francesca had special 
knowledge about the dead daughter’s afterlife destiny. Francesca is explic-
itly recorded to have comforted the mother about her daughter’s death. 
Francesca’s alleged words about the daughter’s salvation were intended to 
ease the mother’s distress. In the eyes of the canonization commission, 

36 Lett, Un procès de canonisation, 257–270.
37 On the influence of memory in canonization processes, see, for example, Smoller, 

“Miracle, Memory and Meaning”.
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these words served to exemplify Francesca’s ability to have divine visions 
that could reveal an individual soul’s condition in the afterlife. Thus, the 
secret information about a soul’s salvation was regarded as a merit for a 
saint candidate even if she could not bring the girl back to life.

Perna’s case is one of the four rather similar in vita miracles in which 
Francesca is recorded to have visited dying people, and her consoling 
words have been written down as direct quotations in the canonization 
records.38 A similar pattern is also evident in an accident case of a drowned 
boy39 and in a case in which a suicidal woman is cured from her “mental 
illness.”40 It was unnecessary in some cases for Francesca to be physically 
present with the dying because she could intermediate miracles remotely. 
Even a certain post mortem miracle includes information that Francesca 
appeared to a dying woman in a vision and told her that she would not die 
yet.41 The formulations of Francesca’s words in these cases are almost 
identical, which indicates a notarial influence in the written depositions. 
Thus, the canonization commissioners and the notary, perhaps even the 
witnesses, clearly had a certain pattern that they wanted to use in the cases 
in which Francesca’s help was requested for dying people. This aspect was 
deemed significant when deliberating Francesca’s sainthood, and there-
fore attention was paid to it.

We may consider these cases as evidence of people’s lived religion, 
despite the obvious written pattern. The multiplicity of similar cases indi-
cates that a widespread belief existed in Rome around the mid-fifteenth 
century that Francesca’s consoling words and prayers had power to save 
people from dying. Therefore, she was frequently informed about 
approaching death moments, just like Jesus was in the Lazarus narrative. 
According to depositions of Francesca’s post mortem miracles, people from 
the Capitoline and Trastevere areas continued to request help after 
Francesca’s death from Tor de’ Specchi, the religious house that Francesca 
had founded and her followers inhabited. Having been close to the saint, 
oblate women’s prayers were deemed powerful. They also possessed 
Francesca’s relics that were believed to have miracle-making powers.42 
This house on the side of the Capitoline hill was therefore known as a 

38 Three other cases are Lugano, I processi inediti 171, 185, 276.
39 Lugano, I processi inediti, 191.
40 Lugano, I processi inediti, 197.
41 Lugano, I processi inediti, 303.
42 Nissi 2021, ”A Desired Place to Die”.
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place from which to ask for help in the most desperate situations. Hope for 
sick and dying people continued to be obtained from there even when 
Francesca herself had departed.

Crying and Praying

When Jesus therefore saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also 
weeping, He was deeply moved in spirit and was troubled, and said, “Where 
have you laid him?” They said to Him, “Lord, come and see.” Jesus wept.43

Weeping is an essential part of the Lazarus narrative. Depicting Lazarus’ 
sisters crying was a way to emphasize how heavy their loss had been. But 
it is not only Martha, Mary, and other Jews from Bethany who reportedly 
wept at the passing of Lazarus. Jesus also wept. Even if very compact in 
form, the verse John 11:35 bears testimony to an emotional scene. This is 
a crucial part of the narrative because it demonstrates Jesus’ human side.44 
He was moved by the sorrow of Lazarus’ close ones; therefore, sympathiz-
ing with them, he lifted his eyes and prayed. This passage gave people in 
the Middle Ages an example of how to turn to the divine with tears when 
they hoped for temporal resurrection.

Crying and praying around a dying person goes hand in hand especially 
in the canonization process of Bernardino of Siena. Twenty-eight resur-
rection cases were recorded among Bernardino’s post mortem miracles. 
There is an explicit mention in fourteen of those cases that one or multiple 
bystanders were crying. Tears flowed naturally when someone was at 
death’s door, but still it seems that deponents and/or organizers of the 
hearings were intentionally emphasizing this element. For comparison, 
tears are mentioned in only six of 42 resurrection cases in the contempo-
rary canonization process of Francesca Romana. Thus, crying was an 
essential element of resurrection miracles in Bernardino’s canonization 
process. The repetition is likely a deliberate aim to connect the experi-
enced events to the biblical example. Yet, at the same time it may suggest 
an internalized practice among deponents of how religious narratives 
affected people’s lived religion and their behavior around a dying person.

Let us take again an example from mid-fifteenth century Rome. 
According to a case recorded in the third hearing of the canonization 

43 John 11: 33–35.
44 Olkinuora Ksenofontoslainen, “Kirkollinen retoriikka”, 271.
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process of Bernardino of Siena held in 1448, noble woman Victoria 
Colonna was near death in her house in Rome in April 1446. According 
to the articulus that was prepared by the organizers of the canonization 
hearing, Victoria had been unconscious and approaching death. She was 
accompanied by three women: Violante and Sveva, Victoria’s grand-
daughters, and a noble woman called Ludovicha de Gabrielibus de 
Augubio. It has been recorded that the crying women made a promise, 
votum, on behalf of Victoria. If Victoria was saved from death, she would 
personally visit Bernardino’s shrine in Aquila and in gratitude bring there 
a candle as long as herself.

Three witnesses gave testimonies to this miracle when the canonization 
hearing occurred in Rome in 1448: Victoria herself, Ludovicha de 
Gabrielibus and Sveva de Urbino. Interestingly, none of the women men-
tioned crying while the votum was made. This exemplifies well how it is 
sometimes impossible to know if certain information came directly from 
the deponents or if it was an addition made by the clergymen who pre-
pared the written documents. The reference to women’s tears intensified 
the depiction of the mournful situation around the dying Victoria, and it 
may well have been a small detail that was intentionally added by the 
notary to demonstrate the desperate situation. However, all the women 
testified that the article was true, so at least it fitted the image that the 
deponents had about Victoria’s miraculous recovery.

Previous research has shown that both men and women are equally 
recorded as expressing emotions and shedding tears while invoking saints 
in depositions of canonization processes. Consequently, crying was not a 
gender-specific act. Crying was even encouraged because tears were 
thought to have a purifying effect in the religious context.45 In Bernardino 
of Siena’s canonization process, for example, the parents and the whole 
family mourned the death of 24-year-old Johannes in Arrezzo in 1446. 
The father, Cola Pedone de Marere, testified that when he had realized 
that his son was dead, he exited their house crying, remembered the 
blessed Bernardino of Siena, kneeled on the ground, and prayed to God.46

45 Katajala-Peltomaa, Gender, Miracles and Daily Life, 88.
46 “…et videns ipsum quasi mortuum, proiecit ipsum super unum lectulum, plorantibus 

ipse teste, uxore et tota familia; dicto filio pro mortuo relicto, ipse testis exivit domum ut 
ploraret et faceret corruptum et, dum sic fleret, accidit sibi in memoria de beato Bernardino 
et statim, positis genibus ad terram oravit Deum…” Pellegrini, Il processo 254.

  J. NISSI



249

This bodily action, crying and kneeling, that Cola Pedone reportedly 
did while publicly praying outside of his house, was an act of submission 
that was believed to make the hoped-for miracle more likely to happen. In 
this way hope included embodied aspects, it was not only a mental state.47 
The gift of tears (gratia lacrymarum) was an essential part of medieval 
religiosity. It was evident in the lives of saints as well as in miracle deposi-
tions. Tears flowing down signified an individual’s close relationship with 
God because it was believed to purify one’s soul. Crying in the religious 
context was a proof of God’s mercy.48 This was demonstrated to late medi-
eval people by the Lazarus narrative but also by the famous Marian hymn, 
Stabat mater, and by illuminations of weeping women at the foot of the 
cross in the crucifixion scene. Tears were an important part of people’s 
interaction with the divine. They were regarded as essential when hoping 
to escape from death, but they are also evident in other kinds of miracles 
as well. The story of Lazarus was not the only religious narrative that con-
nected tears and praying in the late Middle Ages, but it was thematically 
the one most closely knit to resurrection miracles.49

The bodily expressions, such as crying, kneeling, and sometimes the 
tearing of one’s hair, were essentially connected to resurrection miracles. 
They demonstrated the loss and violation that death caused to a commu-
nity. In reaction to this loss, people assembled and expressed socially 
expected emotions, including sorrow, agony, and even despair.50 In the 
Middle Ages, despair was considered an emotional condition or unwanted 
thoughts connected to the sin of unbelief. In the context of miracle depo-
sitions, we are dealing with a more temporal sense of despair. People’s 
hopelessness for a bodily cure validated a miracle because it verified that 
no natural medicine could have healed the person. Caroline Janken has 
shown that the temptation of despair, or overcoming it, received a great 
deal of attention from hagiographers of late medieval mystics.51 Similarly, 
a moment of mundane despair and its bodily expressions were essential for 
the depositions of resurrection miracles, as they preceded people’s interac-
tions with saints and the hope embedded within them.

47 Cf. Lazarus, “Hope”, 664.
48 Knight, “Si puose calcina”; Nagy, “Religious Weeping”.
49 On crying women in English Lazarus mystery plays, see Goodland, “Us for to wepe”.
50 On the violation caused by death, and people’s reactions to it, cf. Durkheim 2012, 339.
51 Jansen 2022.
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Coming Back to the World of the Living

Jesus said, “Remove the stone.” Martha, the sister of the deceased, said to 
Him, “Lord, by this time there will be a stench, for he has been dead 
four days.”52

So they removed the stone … When He had said these things, He cried out 
with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come forth.” The man who had died came 
forth, bound hand and foot with wrappings, and his face was wrapped 
around with a cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, and let him go.”53

Lazarus’ undisputed death was verified by indicating the time that had 
elapsed since his death moment. The notion that he had been dead for 
four days has been pointed out twice in the narrative. This was first told 
when Jesus came to Bethany (John 11:17). It was remarked again by 
Martha when Jesus ordered the grave to be opened. The information 
about the elapsed time had a powerful symbolic meaning. According to 
the Jewish tradition, an individual’s soul would stay in the vicinity of the 
corpse for three days; thus, the soul was believed to have left the body 
permanently by the fourth day.54 This way the tension of the narrative was 
built upon the bystanders’ certainty that Lazarus was definitely dead.

A logical consequence of the elapsed time was that the people of 
Bethany anticipated having to face a terrible stench when Jesus ordered 
the tomb to be opened. In the Gospel this anticipation becomes clear in 
the above-quoted answer to Jesus by Martha when she heard his com-
mandment to remove the gravestone. This anticipation of the stench was 
articulated in medieval Lazarus paintings by depicting some bystanders as 
covering their noses with cloths.55 It demonstrated that people were not 
expecting Lazarus to be alive.

A similar tactic was used when people in the late Middle Ages formu-
lated their experiences of resurrections. Ascertaining the need for divine 
help was a crucial element in canonization inquiries. Therefore, signs of 
death were often recorded meticulously. There were outer signs on a per-
son’s body that indicated that someone’s life had ended or was about to 

52 John 11: 39.
53 John 11: 41, 43–44.
54 Durken, New Collegeville, 286.
55 For example, The Raising of Lazarus, Giotto di Bondone, c. 1305, Scrovegni Chapel, 

Padua; The Resurrection of Lazarus, Giovanni di Paolo, 1426, Walters Art Museum.
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end. These were recorded to demonstrate that a person was believed to 
have been truly dead. This way the signs of death that were recorded in 
medieval resurrection miracles relate to the Lazarus narrative’s way of dis-
playing people’s crisis before the miracle. The disbelief in a dead person’s 
physical recovery was needed in miracle narratives to emphasize the 
upcoming surprising turn of events. This was the lowest point of people’s 
hope before the miracle occurred. Then, someone around the dead person 
came to think of a certain saint and was inspired to pray for God’s help. 
Hope, that saints offered to medieval people, was people’s coping resource 
against despair,56 and therefore interaction with saints must be understood 
as a survival mechanism in dire situations.

Like crying, the signs of death stand out as an important part of resur-
rection miracles in the canonization process of Bernardino of Siena. This 
is due to the precision of detail in the questioning and recording of mira-
cles in this process. It was frequently asked how witnesses knew that a 
person had been truly dead. Answering this question was a way to validate 
a miracle. In my previous study, I have detected 34 different signs of death 
in the depositions of Bernardino of Siena’s canonization process.57 Some 
of them are clearly synonyms, but there are still mentions of nearly 30 dif-
ferent bodily symptoms that told people that someone’s life had ended. 
The most frequently repeated signs were body coldness, changes in skin 
color, and lack of a pulse or breathing. Unconsciousness, speechlessness, 
and immobility were also often observed. There are no mentions of a bad 
smell in the depositions of Bernardino of Siena’s or in any other canoniza-
tion process that I have studied. Thus, the most obvious link to the Lazarus 
narrative remained unused.

The Biblical text does not pay attention to Lazarus’ physical appearance 
as he walked out of his tomb. Even so, in the illuminations of the late 
medieval Office of the Death, Lazarus is sometimes depicted in various 
stages of rot.58 Similarly, in one English Biblical drama Lazarus was “con-
sumed by worms” so that his eyes were “eaten out of his head.”59 However, 
these depictions are typical memento mori tropes of the era. In people’s 
everyday lives, decay seems to have been, quite naturally, the ultimate sign 

56 Cf. Lazarus, “Hope”, 656.
57 Nissi, “Quomodo scit”.
58 Schell, Image and the Office of the Dead, 183–188.
59 Hayes, “The Lazarus Effect”, 456.
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of death that signified a point of no return. Therefore, it was not reported 
in canonization hearings when testifying to resurrection miracles.60

Depositions about different signs of death are generally very detailed, 
indicating that this element was not merely a hagiographical topos in resur-
rection miracles. Observing the signs of death was clearly something that 
people were accustomed to do around dead people. Some signs were evi-
dent for everybody who saw the dying person, but some could be con-
firmed only by touching the body. Communal opinion about the arrival of 
death was an often-repeated argument in depositions: Mentioning that 
everybody regarded the person to be dead gave credibility to a deposition. 
Sometimes people also relied on doctors’ judgments, and even midwives 
could claim authority over the declaration of death in childbirth miracles.61

A similar accuracy is seen in the mentioned timeframes between the 
alleged moment of death and the resurrection. The four-day period that 
was mentioned in the Lazarus narrative was not repeated in testimonies. 
On the contrary, people gave specific expressions of time using hours,62 
half hours,63 and quarters of hours,64 or other expressions of daily rhythm.65 
Short timespans could also be demonstrated, for example, by explaining 
how many Pater nosters it would have taken to say during that time,66 or 
as one Napolitan woman put it, as long as it took to heat water for the 
washing of the corpse.67 Mentioned timeframes are notably longer in 
Scandinavian material, but even there the longest time between death and 
resurrection is no longer than three days.68 Thus, witnesses based their 
approximations of elapsed time to their everyday life experiences. Precision 
was more important than the Biblical example if deponents could deliver 
details which verified a miracle to be true.

This detail-oriented approach is evident also in the fact that the most 
glorious element of the Lazarus narrative is almost non-existent in late 

60 Bad smell was also an indicator of sin, and people did not want to connect a benefactor 
of a miracle to such a disrespectful quality. Schmitz-Esser, The Corpse, 171.

61 Nissi, “Quomodo scit”; Nissi, “Death in a Birth Chamber”.
62 Pellegrini, Il processo, 471; 550–551; Lugano (ed.), I processi inediti, 294.
63 Pellegrini, Il processo, 535.
64 Pellegrini, Il processo, 519–521; 537.
65 Pellegrini, Il processo, 224–226. Lugano (ed.), I processi inediti, 295. More closely on 

temporal expressions in the canonization process of Francesca Romana, see Pihko, “Temporal 
Expressions”.

66 Pellegrini, Il processo, 228–230.
67 Vat. lat. 7639, 245r.
68 Krötzl, Pilger, Mirakel und Alltag, 260.

  J. NISSI



253

medieval resurrection miracles. Removing the gravestone was the pinnacle 
of Lazarus’ resurrection. It distinguished it from other biblical resurrec-
tion miracles in which the allegedly dead people revived before they were 
buried. This element also linked Lazarus’ miracle to Jesus’ later death and 
to the removal of his gravestone. Thus, opening the grave was a promise 
of life, a sign of a new beginning. Despite this symbolic significance, I have 
encountered only one medieval case in which it has been reported that a 
person exits a grave. The rarity of this Biblical element must be due to the 
simple fact that resurrection experiences were extremely exceptional when 
a supposedly deceased person had been laid inside a tomb. Consequently, 
spectacular examples were not fabricated just in need of a Biblical refer-
ence, but cases had to be based on people’s experiences.

The only example that I have found of someone coming up from a 
tomb was recorded in the miracle collection of Pope Urban V. It is a long 
miracle narrative, recorded in the late 1370s in the abbey church of Saint 
Victor in Marseille. According to the narrative, a certain boy had been 
buried inside a “monumentum” in Siena. The boy’s alleged resurrection 
occurred after his mother had prostrated herself over her son’s grave and 
stayed there for two hours. She had reportedly cried continuously and 
said, “Blessed father Urban, save my son alive for I have great confidence 
in you.” Then the child started to cry inside the grave, after which the 
bystanders instantly removed the stone that covered the grave. Finally, 
they found the boy healthy, and he was taken back home.69

This miracle narrative, despite being uncommonly grand, does not 
meet the notarial standards that have otherwise been followed rather 
strictly in the miracle collection of Urban V. The collection’s narratives 
usually include the basic knowledge about people’s names and the date of 
the occurrence. There are also mentions of local monks who witnessed 
that the written narrative concurred with the oral testimony of a pilgrim. 
All this is missing in this case—it is simply reported that the incident 
occurred in Siena. The fact that we have practically no knowledge of dates 
and names or how the scribe at Saint Victor was informed about this event 
makes this case somewhat legendary. Still, the narrative must have been 
such that contemporaries could have imagined it to be plausible. Biblical 
analogies were a way to strengthen a narrative’s reliability that in this case 
was otherwise built upon dubious ground.

69 Albanès & Chevalier (eds.), Actes anciens, 461.
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Whereas the cases of someone exiting their grave were very rare, it was 
more common in medieval resurrection miracles to refer to different kinds 
of burial preparations that people had started to perform, and which then 
later turned out to be unnecessary. Shrouding was part of the mentioned 
burial preparations in many late medieval resurrection miracles. In the 
final scene of the Lazarus narrative, not only was the fact that Lazarus 
stepped out from the grave important, but the way that he exited it also 
made the narrative memorable. He had been wrapped in graveclothes, and 
Jesus ordered the bystanders to release him from these. Just like walking 
out of one’s grave, the unbinding of the shroud also marked Lazarus’ new 
beginning.

A linen shroud was a typical symbol of death in the late Middle Ages. 
For example, skeletons of danse macabre were often depicted casually car-
rying shrouds on their shoulders. Being liberated from a shroud had a 
similar, strong symbolic meaning. Malcolm Norris has suggested that a 
person depicted with an open shroud in late medieval monumental brasses 
was a reference to the upcoming universal resurrection of bodies at the 
end of time.70 This was related to Jesus’ resurrection. The winding sheet 
that Jesus’ disciples found in his empty grave was considered a material 
proof of his resurrection.71 Yet, mentions of shrouds were linked with tem-
poral resurrection in the context of medieval miracle narratives. Like cry-
ing or the signs of death, mentioning the shrouding was a way to verify 
people’s belief that a person had been dead. Consequently, testifying that 
someone had been released from a shroud confirmed a miracle, and at the 
same time it linked a deposition to the Lazarus narrative, which added to 
its credibility.

The symbolic meaning of shrouds is evident in the miracles of Pope 
Urban V. Three miracles of the collection give evidence that burial shrouds 
were part of a gift exchange with saints.72 They were expensive gifts that 
were brought to shrines to celebrate and thank them for miracles. Being 
very personal items, shrouds also established a close link between a mirac-
ulé and a saint. However, shrouds were also material manifestations of 
people’s hope. They demonstrated that people who had been wrapped 
inside these textiles had returned to the world of the living. These pieces 
of fabric, when placed on or near a shrine, showed the members of a 

70 Norris, “Later Medieval Monumental Brasses”, 198.
71 John 20: 5–7.
72 See Albanès & Chevalier (eds.), Actes anciens, 163–164, 174–175, 231.
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community that latter-day Lazaruses were walking among them. Unbound 
shrouds encouraged viewers to place their hope on saints’ intercessions at 
the most desperate moments, like the sisters of Lazarus had placed their 
hope on Jesus.

Conclusions

Late medieval theologians and preachers encouraged people not to be 
attached to earthly life but to accept their destiny, yet many people acted 
conversely. Thus, while death was desired in theological dogma, it was also 
undesired in people’s lived religion. This concurs with the idea of modern 
terror management theory. Fear is the natural response to the imminent 
threat of death, and we try to fight against or flee from it when we are 
mortally threatened. Just as doctors did not treat incurable patients, devo-
tion to saints was one of the rare options that could offer any hope of 
recovery for those who were at death’s door in the Middle Ages. People 
could manifest their affection for their friends and family members in a 
spiritually acceptable manner by praying to saints for help. It was people’s 
way to act out their death anxiety.

The resurrection of Lazarus was an important theme in medieval religi-
osity. Even if it was elsewhere understood metaphorically to exemplify 
Christian salvation, it could demonstrate the undoing of death in a more 
temporal fashion in the context of medieval miracles. The main elements 
of John 11 created a structure for late medieval resurrection narratives. At 
the same time, these elements influenced people’s lived religion by dem-
onstrating how to translate hopes for the continuation of life into action. 
People could ask for help from an especially pious person. Everybody 
could cry and kneel while praying, because these kinds of bodily actions 
were believed to make the hoped-for outcome more likely to happen. 
When people reminisced afterwards about the miracle, they stressed their 
desperation before a miracle by pointing out the obvious signs of death or 
how they had started to prepare the burial. This kind of emphasis made 
the alleged miracle more astonishing, and it verified that a true miracle had 
happened. Finally, demonstration of unbound shrouds or other counter 
gifts at saints’ shrines could bring a sense of hope to all those who were to 
be in a similar situation at some point in the future.

The Biblical elements were of interest for canonization committees; 
therefore, some aspects were repeatedly mentioned and became essential 
features of miracle depositions. Still, the elements of the Lazarus narrative 
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were not blindly followed. Precision of detail gave credibility for deposi-
tions, and therefore they often included pieces of quotidian information 
which came from witnesses’ everyday lives. Some morbid features of the 
Lazarus narrative were clearly considered excessive even in medieval com-
munities which is why they were not reported in canonization hearings. 
This is a crucial point when considering the miracle depositions’ value as 
source material in social historical analyses. Relatability was essential for 
miracle depositions’ trustworthiness.

The Biblical example and people’s experiences intermingled when wit-
nesses made sense of resurrections and when notaries of canonization 
hearings or scribes at local shrines put testimonies into written form. How, 
and which, Biblical elements were used, or if they were used at all, varied 
according to different canonization hearings and miracle collections. 
Therefore, a historian needs to be aware of both Biblical examples and of 
the characteristic expressions of the source material at hand. Resurrection 
miracles, when scrutinized with a delicate methodological approach, can 
be a great asset in analyses of medieval lived religion and death culture. 
This chapter has demonstrated that these sources not only bear witness to 
people’s hopes for the salvation of souls but also for the continuation of 
life in this world. Similarly to today, people in the Middle Ages tried to 
keep death at bay as long as possible.
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CHAPTER 12

Infirmity, Hope, and Lived Religion in Late 
Medieval and Early Modern Europe

Jenni Kuuliala

Introduction

Disability – be it an acute or chronic illness or impairment—is, and has 
always been, a profound element of human existence that every society 
needs to navigate, understand, and, in many instances, seek to heal. In late 
medieval and early modern Catholic Western European culture, the way 
to explain and cure various somatic and/or mental conditions was multi-
faceted. There existed an attitude that modern scholarship retrospectively 
labelled “medical pluralism”. This suggests a many-sided understanding of 
aetiology and healing, so that infirmities could be explained, with no con-
tradiction, by humoral theory and by mundane accidents but also—albeit 
apparently quite rarely—by divine punishment or black magic. Similarly, 
cure and alleviation were sought from physicians, surgeons, apothecaries, 
and the like, as well as from healers whose methods were more spiritual, 
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most importantly from folk healers using spells and incantations, exorcists, 
and saints.1

While medical pluralism as a concept is tightly linked with the social 
history of medicine, it also offers possibilities for the study of hope. A 
patient who approached a healer of any kind obviously did so in hope of 
receiving help. Help, however, did not need to mean a full recovery; in 
fact, it has been suggested that it was not commonly even the main wish 
of the sick person.2 In premodern Europe, health, just like illness or 
impairment, was a social construct that was largely defined by the person’s 
ability to fulfil their social roles. Therefore, health and the lack of it varied 
from person to person and from situation to situation. The principal 
essence of hope itself also varied depending on the healer in question: 
although the hoped-for result may have been the same regardless of the 
caregiver, approaching a saint was a different endeavour altogether than 
seeking help from a medical practitioner, at least in terms of the spiritual 
state it required.

In this chapter, my focus is on hope for and hope as spiritual healing in 
the framework of lived religion, particularly the veneration of saints. I will 
first discuss hope for a miraculous cure and how it ties in with reports 
about miraculous healing. I will start by analysing the role of hope in nar-
rations of a miraculous cure: how was it expressed and what purpose did it 
serve in the narrations? Then I will move on to discuss hope as a conta-
gious and shared sentiment, arguing that it was not just spread among 
devotees but also harnessed for the purposes of cult-promoters and dis-
tributed to potential devotees. In this way, the infirm and (ultimately) 
cured body acted as an important intermediary of hope. In the final sec-
tion of the chapter, I will discuss the bodily state cure-seekers may have 
hoped for and expected to receive, and what that reveals about cultural 
ideas regarding illness, impairment, and health. Primary source material 
for this analysis consists of canonization testimonies collected in the Italian 
peninsula between the fourteenth and early seventeenth centuries. During 
canonization investigations, witnesses were interrogated about the mira-
cles they had witnessed or experienced according to a set of rules; the 

1 Many of the elements of medical pluralism were increasingly controlled by the Catholic 
Church, particularly in the early modern period when people’s proper ritual practices were 
subjected to investigation by the Roman Inquisition. On medical pluralism, see e.g. Jütte 
(ed.), Medical Pluralism; Gentilcore, Healers and Healing in Early Modern Italy.

2 E.g. Gentilcore, Healers and Healing in Early Modern Italy, 186.

  J. KUULIALA



263

source documents are thus juridical texts that discuss matters related to 
faith and religious practices. They do not record what “really” had hap-
pened, but rather are written narratives of people’s memories that were 
heavily influenced by culturally established ideas about the miraculous as 
well as by the practicalities of the formal hearings.3 While the source mate-
rial places the following discussion in a certain time and place, venerating 
saints was a universally shared element of Catholic faith, and so most of 
what follows pertains to other Catholic regions of Europe during this time.

Studies on hope in the Middle Ages are, in general, much sparser than 
studies on hope in Antiquity. Furthermore, most studies on hope in the 
Middle Ages have focused on intellectual discussions of it as a theological 
virtue, not as an emotion. Indeed, when making a petition to a saint, hope 
became a Christian virtue. According to Thomas Aquinas, the object of 
the virtue of hope is a future good, difficult but possible to obtain; hope 
thus becomes a virtue when it regards the universal good and God. 
Interestingly, he also wrote that experience may be the cause of hope, as it 
may lead to the person acquiring the faculty of doing something easily, 
which then results in hope.4 Although Aquinas did not discuss miracles, 
this fits with what is known about the way people were socialized to vener-
ate saints and how they absorbed the cultural scripts of the miraculous, 
including the built-in emotions and knowing how to perform them.

The distinction between hope as a virtue and hope as an emotion is, in 
general, somewhat artificial. Ritva Palmén has noted that late medieval 
intellectuals, Thomas Aquinas included, discussed hope from both per-
spectives, and this in turn formed two discussions which often converged.5 
In texts related to miracle cures, “hope” appears as both a virtue and an 
emotion, or rather as an emotional virtue. As my primary focus here is on 
veneration and healing, as well as hope in people’s everyday life, I high-
light the viewpoint of hope as an emotional practice as well as an emo-
tional strategy in the following discussion.6 Citing Bourdieu, Monique 

3 For the legal requirements and developments of medieval canonization processes, see 
Klaniczay (ed.), Procès de canonisation au Moyen Âge; Vauchez, Sainthood; Wetzstein, Heilige 
vor Gericht. For developments in the early modern period, mostly in effect only in the later 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, see Burke, “How to Be a Counter-Reformation 
Saint?”; Ditchfield, “How Not to be a Counter-Reformation Saint”.

4 Palmén, “Hope as a Social Emotion”, 273–274; ST II-I, 5co.
5 Palmén, “Hope as a Social Emotion”, 265.
6 See also Palmén, “Hope as a Social Emotion”, 262; Scheer, “Are Emotions a Kind of 

Practice”, 195.
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Scheer has pointed out that emotions are goal-oriented responses, but 
these strategies were not superficially instrumental. Instead, strategy is 
often “guided by the embodied memories of past coping strategies” as 
well as by “habits following the logic of every-day practice.”7 I thus 
approach hope as something people sensed and did, related to their reli-
gious practices: it was a future-oriented sentiment that influenced people’s 
planning and goals, as well as their attempts to reach these goals.8

I analyse hope as an emotional practice in the framework of lived reli-
gion. This perspective views religion as something that people not only 
believed but particularly as something they did. Lived religion was a cru-
cial aspect of social life, family life, and for the everyday experience of an 
individual. It is not a theological dogma or a top-down phenomenon, but 
instead encompasses all elements of belief, including “orthodox” elements 
of faith as well as rituals, practices, and beliefs that were deemed heretical 
by the authorities or viewed as questionable by some members of society.9 
Furthermore, unlike today, when we consider religion largely as an activity 
of the brain, late medieval and early modern lived religion was largely cor-
poreal, meaning that people experienced and performed it via, in, and by 
their bodies. Embodiment, or lived body, is a crucial element of lived 
religion, as bodies are vehicles through and by which we perceive and 
interpret the world.10 As Monique Scheer has emphasized in her influen-
tial article on emotional practices, bodies, minds, and social relations were 
intertwined; awareness of this fact is crucial for historicising both the body 
and its “contributions to the learned experience of emotion.”11 These 
emotional practices were not always conscious, but rather could be inter-
nalized and often unconscious ways of behaving in a manner that was 
expected and suitable in a given social environment.12 They were an 
important element of the “community of experience,” the members of 
which shared similar memories, retold them, and acted according to the 

7 Scheer, “Are Emotions a Kind of Practice”, 203.
8 See the introduction to the volume and the chapters by Vuolanto and Pihko.
9 The concept was first used by the sociologists of religion; among the key works are 

McGuire, Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life and Orsi, The Madonna of 
115th Street. For possibilities of the concept in premodern history, Katajala-Peltomaa and 
Toivo, Histories of Experience and Gasparini et al., Lived Religion in the Ancient 
Mediterranean World.

10 Meredith McGuire, “Religion and the Body”, 284.
11 Scheer, “Are Emotions a Kind or Practice”, 199.
12 Scheer, “Are Emotions a Kind of Practice”, 202.
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promise they carried.13 This is not to say that people would have venerated 
saints or asked for their help without thinking, but rather that in doing so 
they both made a conscious choice and acted in a manner that was deep-
rooted for them and their community.

Emotions, and emotional practices in particular, were also a way to 
communicate with the spiritual world. The body was the principal entity 
in which the spiritual world demonstrated itself; in the case of illnesses that 
had spiritual causes, the dark forces of malevolent magic, demonic pres-
ence, or the power of the divine likewise were visible to the onlooker. As 
Caroline Walker Bynum writes in her discussion of female bodies and reli-
gious practices, preachers, confessors, and spiritual directors “not only 
read unusual bodily events as expressions of the soul but also expected the 
body itself to offer a means of access to the divine.”14 Pre-modern bodies 
were largely permeable. At the same time, ill and impaired bodies were not 
interpreted in the same manner as they are examined today by medical 
professionals; instead, their sentiments and sensations primarily were 
defined and interpreted by the patients themselves.15 Miraculous healing 
was equally a result of negotiation between the patient and their commu-
nity.16 In these interpretations and negotiations, bodily sensations, emo-
tions, and the cultural scripts that gave ready-made models for 
understanding spiritual phenomena were intertwined.

Hope for a Miraculous Cure

Circulating miracle collections, liturgy, and reminiscences in everyday 
encounters strengthened the connection between emotional practice and 
the miraculous and taught people what kinds of (expressions of) emotions 
were crucial for obtaining a miraculous cure and proving one to be genu-
ine. In the records of canonization inquests, the culturally internalized 
narrative pattern of a miracle is visible, strengthened by the way the inter-
rogations were performed. Those conducting the inquests asked questions 
addressing the most important elements of a miracle narrative, all of which 

13 See Kivimäki, Malinen, and Vuolanto, “Communities of Experience”.
14 Bynum, “The Female Body and Religious Practice”, 235.
15 In the words of Barbara Duden, the “modern body was created as the effect and object 

of medical examination” only towards the end of the eighteenth century. Duden, The Woman 
Beneath the Skin, 3.

16 See Finucane, Miracles and Pilgrims, 73, 78.
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were laden with emotions.17 This cultural script of the miracle first 
explained the symptoms of the infirm person, underlining their severity, 
and the possible attempts at seeking secular help. In the case of Italy, this 
secular help usually meant consulting one or several physicians, occasion-
ally also apothecaries or even folk healers. Physicians, and in the case of 
childbirth midwives, were, however, the only professional group whose 
verdict and word gave juridical credibility to the account.18 Physicians—
and references to their words—were therefore scripts of hopelessness and 
despair; in them, the Latin word desperare is most often recorded. Despair 
could also denote a vice in the religious context when it reflected denying 
God’s mercy. In the case of miracle narratives, the “despair” is, however, 
that of the present, a failure of concrete hope instead of giving up on 
God.19 The physicians and those hearing their words therefore gave up any 
hope of a medical remedy, fearing death or permanent disability. In the 
standard narrative, this kind of desperation was transformed into hope, as 
a decision was made to turn to a saint. As a result, miracle narratives can 
be viewed as emotional scripts, in which the course of the event was con-
gruent with the changing emotions. The narrative structure of a miracle 
started from profound sadness or despair in the face of a severe situation 
that no human could remedy. The hope and certainty that a saint would 
bring help was another prerequisite for the miracle to occur. Eventual joy 
and relief after the healing occurred was also recorded. As Sari Katajala-
Peltomaa has noted, “[e]motions were thus crucial for the comprehension 
and experience of divine grace.”20

There is great variation in the recording of words for hope (or the lack 
of it) in the canonization testimonies, but overall, spes and later (in Italy) 
speranza, as well as their counterparts desperatio or disperanza, appear 
surprisingly rarely in the documents.21 At a textual level, at least in the 

17 See Klaniczay, “Proving Sanctity”; Wetzstein, Heilige vor Gericht, 538–539.
18 For physicians in medieval canonization processes, see Lett, “Judicium medicine” and 

Ziegler, “Practitioners and Saints”; for the early modern period, see Bouley, Pious Postmortems 
and Duffin, Medical Miracles. For midwives as witnesses in medieval canonization processes, 
see Nissi, “Death in a Birth Chamber”.

19 Murray, Suicide in the Middle Ages, 319–320.
20 Katajala-Peltomaa, Demonic Possession and Lived Religion, 86.
21 Furthermore, when spes appears in the text, it often refers to “expectation” rather than 

to hope. See Kuuliala, “Infirmity and Death-Wishes”. This is also visible in some early mod-
ern canonization dossiers. A surgeon testifying in St Andrea Corsini’s 1606 inquest is 
reported as having visited a boy severely wounded by a cart-wheel and finding him healed 
“against his expectation.” AAV, Riti Proc. 762, f. 231r: “et un giorno andadolo a’ visitare lo 
trovai guarito, contra la mia speranza, perchè lo facevo morto.”
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Italian canonization records that I have studied, recording faith (fides) was 
more common than recording hope (spes). For example, in the dossiers of 
the canonization hearing of St Nicholas of Tolentino from 1325,22 the 
vows frequently report the faith the petitioner had in the saint. As one 
example, both the mother and grandmother of a boy whose hands were 
badly disabled by something like scrofula reportedly had faith in brother 
Nicholas and made a vow to him.23 In such expressions, faith implies hope 
in quite an evident way: hope of being healed was part of the petitioner’s 
faith. The use of precisely this vocabulary may have been a deliberate 
choice made by the notary who recorded the testimony, as it represents a 
way to put into practice the theological virtues of faith and hope; it is also 
possible that the devotees themselves—even if not fully aware of the theo-
logical implications—used these concepts to describe their communica-
tion with the sacred.

Among my sources, the documents in which hope is repeated in a very 
textbook-like manner come from later era: the Cremona inquest of St 
Carlo Borromeo from 1601–1603.24 Most of the healings included in the 
dossier are quite peculiar, as in them the saint’s power functioned through 
a medal that had his face engraved on it and that was in possession of 
Giovanni Antonio Gabuti, a provost (padre preposito) of San Vicenzo of 
Cremona.25 As is typical of early modern miracle testimonies, attestations 
to St Carlo’s miracles were recorded in first-person form and in the ver-
nacular language. One of the witnesses, domina Catherina de Bignonis, 
suffered from a fall that left her completely unable to move. She testified:

In the Monastery of Santo Vincenzo of Cremona there was a priest who, 
blessing the infirm with a medal of the aforementioned Lord Cardinal 

22 Nicholas of Tolentino (c. 1246–1305) was an Augustinian hermit and a well-known 
miracle-worker in the areas around Marche. For his cult and canonization process, see 
Katajala-Peltomaa, Gender, Miracles, and Daily Life and Lett, Un procès de canonisation.

23 Il processo per la canonizzazione di S. Nicola da Tolentino, 590: “videns dictum suum 
nepotem infirmum, et quod medici eam curare non poterant, habens fidem et devotionem; 
quod ipsa Bellabruna mater dicti Genuami, habens devotionem maximam et fidem ad dictum 
fratrem, devotissime fecit votum ad dictum fratrem Nicolaum.”

24 Carlo Borromeo (1538–1584) was the Archbishop of Milan as well as a cardinal. He is 
one of the best-known Catholic Reformation-era saints, known for his fervent church 
reforming campaigns and, after his death, also for the numerous miracles attributed to him. 
For his canonization, see Pagani, “Marco Aurelio Grattarola e la canonizzazione di Carlo 
Borromeo” and Turchini, La fabbrica di un santo.

25 For his biography, see Busolini, “GABUZIO, Giovanni Antonio”.
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Borromeo, healed the said infirmities, and so I had a great desire to go and 
find the said Father of Santo Vincenzo, with faith, and hope of recovery, 
being blessed with the said medal … and having hope and faith in the Lord 
to be freed with the said blessing of the said medal.26

Another witness, sister Hortensia de Summo, had severe pain in her left 
leg and testified that after asking for and receiving a licence from her 
abbess she begged the padre preposito to bless her with the medal because 
she had “firm hope and faith” (speranza ferma et fede) that God would 
liberate her.27 These reports may have reflected what the witnesses actually 
had said during the interrogations, but the suspiciously similar wording 
also suggests that this way of presenting the issue was a choice made by the 
notaries recording the interrogations. For them, precisely underlining spe-
ranza was, for some reason, more important than it was for the scribes of 
some other canonization inquests or miracle collections. This did not, 
however, mean that the Cremona devotees of San Carlo had different 
sentiments towards their saint than did the devotees elsewhere.28

Hope for a miraculous cure, and hope as a virtuous emotion that beat 
despair, was omnipresent in medieval and early modern culture. Hope that 
a healing miracle could occur likewise was a part of people’s expectational 
horizon.29 When making a petition for a healing miracle, hope was, how-
ever, performed in ways that underlined different sentiments. Following 
the emotional script of a miraculous event, the devotee had to demon-
strate their suffering and the need for a miracle as well as their humility in 
front of the sacred. At the same time, their words and gestures had to 
reflect the inner sentiment of hope and belief that the saint could and 

26 BAM D 59inf., f. 58v–59r: “Nel Monastero di Santo Vincenzo di Cremona vi era un 
Prete il quale à benedire delli Infermi con una medaglia del sudetto signore Cardinale 
Borromeo faceva guarire le dette Infirmitadi, et così mi venne desiderio grande di andar à 
ritrovare il detto Padre di Santo Vincenzo con fede, et speranza di guarire, essendo ancor’ io 
benedetta con la detta medaglia, … et havendo speranza et fede nel signore di essere liberata 
con la detta benedettione di detta medaglia…”.

27 BAM D 59inf., f. 46v.
28 Similar wording exists also in the Milan inquest of Borromeo’s canonization process, but 

more sporadically. See e.g. BAM G 29inf., f. 16r (testimony of Margarita Vertua): “mi volesse 
dare la benedettione havendo speranza che per tale benedettione sarei stata risanata;” f. 181r 
(the testimony of Suor Candida Francesca de Forti): “con maggior speranza d’haver la gratia 
della sanita et esso P. Gioanni torno l’istesso giorno facendomi intendere, che alle sedici hore 
haveva fatto la mia devotione.”

29 See also Gentilcore, Healers and Healing, 178.
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would help. In the documentation at least, the previous was emphasized 
more, as it intermingled with the need for juridical proof of serious 
infirmity.

As emotional practices, these words and gestures can be seen as both 
evoking and reflecting emotions, hope included, that would bring on the 
desired outcome.30 At the same time, they helped in proving the miracu-
lous cure genuine in the context of a canonization inquiry. Canonization 
process records demonstrate that individuals paid attention to each other’s 
emotional performances, whether these were carried out in the context of 
piety or in the act of petitioning a saint. Observing others express their 
emotions, especially when it resulted in a miracle, fostered a shared experi-
ence of the sacred and consequently enhanced the cult, including com-
munal belief and hope in the miraculous. In what follows, I will delve 
deeper into the communal aspects of hope and sainthood.

Hope as a Contagious and Shared Sentiment

Late medieval and early modern lived religion was very communal by 
nature, and so were the emotions that were part of it. Overall, sentiments 
and emotions are easily shared; Damien Bouquet and Piroska Nagy have 
called this the “chain reaction of emotions.”31 According to them, the 
expression of an emotion is shared and passed on by others. Experiencing 
and sharing sentiments and emotional events, in turn, leads to intense 
interaction. This extended to bodily sensations that were thought to trans-
fer, at least imaginatively, from body to body.32 In terms of saints’ cults, 
the transfer of emotions appears perhaps most notable in the case of shrines 
and new cults, as the veneration of a saint, and the hope it carried, spread 
quickly and new devotees approached the holy.

At the shrine, the devotees and clerics interacted dynamically33 in a way 
that was experienced and witnessed by other people who then went on 
spreading the word in their communities. Due to the cultural significance 
of the miraculous and the veneration of saints, people could easily interpret 
a wondrous event they witnessed as a miracle, the petitioner’s despair, 
hope, veneration, and joy included. Here, the body was again the 

30 See Scheer, “Are Emotions a Kind of Practice”, 209.
31 Boquet and Nagy, Medieval Sensibilities, 217.
32 See Mills, Suspended Animation, esp. 162.
33 See Sigal, L’homme et le miracle, 165–225 and Finucane, Miracles and Pilgrims, 90–91.
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intermediator between the mundane and the spiritual world. Particularly 
in the high Middle Ages but also later, miracle narratives often include 
descriptions of the sick or disabled bodies literally transforming in front of 
other people’s eyes. For example, the canonization inquest of St Chiara of 
Montefalco34 from 1318–1319 includes several testimonies about the cure 
of ten-year-old Ceptus Sperançe de Montefalco, whose congenitally 
twisted leg straightened at the holy abbess’s shrine, making a loud noise, 
and causing him great pain. Witnessing this made the other people present 
exclaim and persuade the boy to attempt the cure of his other leg. They 
participated in the process of making a petition to St Chiara by, according 
to one witness, making “many prayers and invocations.”35 At the shrine, 
hope was thus intensely shared and its transmission easily visible for a 
modern reader. However, towards the late Middle Ages, such petitions 
were increasingly made in the domestic setting, with a promise to visit the 
saint’s shrine with a votive offering if help was received. This kind of peti-
tion could be made alone or in the presence of others, but its dynamics 
differed from a petition made and cure received at a shrine. The transmis-
sion of feeling appears less emphasized at a textual level too, although 
there is some evidence of people joining others in prayer in such 
situations.36

Transmission of knowledge about a saint who could help was a crucial 
element of the cultural models of illness and disability.37 And vice versa: 
hope to receive a miraculous cure as a sentiment which stirred action was 
crucial for late medieval and early modern cults, and therefore also for 
those promoting them. This was recognized by contemporary theologians 
as well; the hope of the infirm to be cured was one stated reason why 
believers became devoted to saints in the first place.38 Since cures of the 
infirm were such an integral part of saints’ cults, the infirm body was a 

34 Chiara of Montefalco (c. 1268–1308) was an Augustinian nun and abbess of a small 
monastery, although her cult is mostly associated with Franciscans. She is particularly famous 
for a discovery the nuns of her monastery made after her death: during the embalming, they 
found the objects of Christ’s passion in her heart and a symbol of the Trinity in her gallblad-
der. For Chiara’s canonization process and the investigation into these objects, see Menestò, 
“The Apostolic Canonization Proceedings” and Park, “Relics of a Fertile Heart”.

35 Il processo di canonizzazione di Chiara da Montefalco, 308–309, 348–349, 376, 
427–428, 503–505.

36 See Sari Katajala-Peltomaa, Gender, Miracles, and Daily Life, 75–103.
37 See also Gentilcore, Healers and Healing, 185.
38 Goodich, Miracles and Wonders.
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vessel in which this hope was demonstrated and carried on. This is clearly 
worded in reports about sick and disabled people gathering at saints’ 
shrines and receiving help from them.39 Although the exact word “hope” 
was not often used in these written reports, it is obvious that the intention 
was, in addition to spreading and securing the cult in general, to stir hope 
within the larger population who would visit the shrine, bringing pres-
tige—and money—to the cult. In medieval hagiographic texts, the most 
often reported person spreading the word was a member of the saint’s 
monastic order, but it is also known that the word spread through every-
day encounters between people.40

Spiritual power, and the struggle over it, was a constant theme particu-
larly in the Catholic Reformation period, although also earlier. Saints’ rel-
ics and cults in general were important elements of this authority. Relics, 
and the promise they encompassed, carried spiritual power and presence.41 
There is occasional evidence illuminating the importance of hope in the 
campaigns promoting relics. Perhaps the most obvious is the Cremona 
inquest of St Carlo Borromeo. As noted above, the records of the hearing 
clearly state the hope that the devotees had when they wished to be blessed 
with the medal that had the cardinal’s face on it. The auditors of the hear-
ing also interrogated padre preposito Giovanni Antonio Gabuti from San 
Vincenzo of Cremona about his role as intermediator of the cardinal’s 
saintly powers. San Vincenzo was the church of the Cremonese Barnabites 
(officially Clerics Regular of St Paul), an order of regular clerics originat-
ing in Milan and favoured by Carlo Borromeo; this connection explains 
how Gabuti came to promote Borromeo’s sanctity in the first place. He 
explained that he had a “lively faith, and hope” (viva fede, et speranza), 
that the cardinal would operate similar miraculous events in Cremona as 
those he had done already in Milan. Gabuti also stated that his “hope was 

39 E.g. description from the shrine of St Nicholas of Tolentino at Il processo per la canoniz-
zazione di S. Nicola da Tolentino, 62: “et est publica vox et fama, quod dictus frater Nicolaus 
fuit homo sanctus et sancta et honeste conversationis et vite, et pro quo Deus, tam in vita 
ipsius quam post, multa et diversa miracula demonstravit; ipsique idem omnes magnam 
fidem et devotionem habentes in eo, venerunt hodie tholentinum ad visitandum tumulum, 
ubi iacet sepultum corpus suum, et parati errant testificari coram eis de miraculis, que scie-
bant Deum eius precibus demonstrasse; tamen quia ipsi domini venerabiles patres non poter-
ant ad tanta attendere, propter ipsarum gentium examinandarum multitudinem.”

40 Kuuliala, Childhood Disability, 228–242 and Yarrow, “Narrative, Audience and the 
Negotiation”, 74–75.

41 See Hills, “Nuns and Relics”; for an earlier example, see Nissi, “A Desired Place to Die”.
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not in vain” ([n]e vana fù la speranza mia), because in the following eight 
months, there occurred nearly sixty miracles that healed incurable infirmi-
ties. He had knowledge of these because they went through his hands and 
almost all of them occurred in his presence.42

Although this kind of document does not record what the witness had 
actually said, it is entirely possible that the use of the word speranza, which 
is not very common in canonization depositions, was purposeful. By refer-
ring to his hopes and how they were realized on infirm bodies, Gabuti 
gave evidence about the power of the medal and presumably made an 
attempt to justify his own extremely visible role in Carlo Borromeo’s cult. 
Susan Broomhall has remarked that practices that include emotions are an 
important aspect of exercising authority.43 For Gabuti, this shared and 
spreading hope was a way to achieve religious power while promoting 
Carlo Borromeo’s sanctity. As the other witness accounts made clear, his 
strategy was successful for the local community if not for those officially 
spreading St Carlo’s cult.44 People who witnessed or heard other people 
being healed by the medal had hopes that they too would be cured in 
precisely the same manner, instead of just having hope that St Carlo would 
help them without Gabuti acting as an intermediator. This was reported 
by the witnesses throughout the inquest.

Furthermore, distributing the hope that St Carlo would heal infirmities 
through Gabuti’s blessing most likely built social cohesion and integration 
among the citizens of Cremona; this was at least a possibility in most 
shared religious emotions.45 In establishing a saint’s cult, the community’s 
uniformity was crucial, as there needed to be a collectively shared fama 
publica affirming the saint’s holiness and his ability to perform miracles. 
This is visible also in the testimonies about Borromeo’s sanctity collected 
in Milan. Some of the nuns testifying about their cures referred to earlier 

42 BAM D 59inf, f. 181r–v.
43 Broomhall, “Introduction: Authority, Gender, and Emotions”, 1.
44 The printed official summary of Carlo Borromeo’s canonization inquest does not detail 

the miracles in which Gabuti played a role. He may have had a role in the course of events, 
but as all detailed miracles occurred in Milan, their location presumably held more impor-
tance. See Peña, Relatione, 49–61.

45 See Nagy and Biron-Ouellet, “A Collective Emotion in Medieval Italy”, 142.
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cures at either their own monastery or in a nearby monastery, which then 
gave them hope that the cardinal would help them as well.46

The examples discussed above demonstrate that the emotion of hope 
was closely interlinked not only with the strategies of those looking for a 
cure, but also of those promoting a saint’s cult. Individual and communal 
hope arose as communities witnessed or heard about a body being trans-
formed into a healthy state as a result of emotional practice. These embod-
ied memories of successfully invoking a saint were an entirely logical way 
to attempt to solve a serious health problem; it was, in other words, a 
strategy guided by the possibility and proofs of a miraculous event.

Infirmity, Medicine, and Hope

To this point, I have primarily discussed hope and infirmity from a hagio-
graphic viewpoint. In the last section of this chapter, I will focus on the 
role of hope in the lives of the infirm from a more general perspective. As 
a part of lived religion, veneration of saints was an intrinsic element of 
human life, and it is often impossible even to try to distinguish “religious” 
from “secular” hope. The interlinked nature of medicine and religion—or 
medical pluralism—is clearly visible in the field of spiritual healing. All 
healing eventually depended on God’s will; this pertained to spiritual as 
well as secular healing. God operated through saints, and so without his 
will no miracle could occur. God also eventually decided if and when a 
medical practitioner’s treatments were successful.47 Therefore, religion, 
and hope as an emotional practice that included trust that God would 
help, was inherent in the experience of all cure-seekers.

Miraculous and medical healing intersected, a point that is demon-
strated in some Italian canonization inquests. The inquests of St Francesca 
Romana48 held in the 1440s and 1450s, for example, investigated a few 

46 E.g. the testimony of Suor Paola Justina Casata at BAM, G 29inf., 271v: “Fu poi detto 
che alcuni monachi nel monasterio di S. Agnese qua vicino si erano risanate per Intercessioni 
del sodetto Cardinale hebbi fede, et speranza di esser’ anch’io auitata per tal mezzo”, and the 
testimony of Beatrice Poisana at BAM, G 29inf., 457 r–v: “vedendo che tal gratia di sanità 
haveva conseguita Suor Candida una sorella, la quale per alcuni anni era stata inferma, et 
toccando la veste del beato Carlo che habbiamo in questo monastero fui risanata mi confer-
mai anc’io più nella speranza di conseguir la sanità.”

47 See Siraisi, Medieval and Renaissance Medicine, 42.
48 St Francesca Romana, also known as Francesca Bussa di Ponziani (1384–1440), was the 

daughter of a wealthy Roman couple. She was married to Lorenzo Ponziani, the son of a 
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instances in which the holy woman reportedly performed medical opera-
tions, in particular cauterising the leg of her spiritual daughter, re-tying 
the wounded leg of her family’s servant, and stitching the pestering wound 
of a beggar. In none of these cases do the records say anything about 
prayers or any emotions that would point to them.49 Clearly there were 
hopes among the onlookers and patients that she could help, but the 
methods were interpreted as (just) spiritual only afterwards—and so, con-
sequently, perhaps also was the nature and target of the patient’s hope. In 
the hearing of minim friar St Francesco of Paola50 in 1545, a physician 
reportedly did not want to start treating an apostema without the holy 
man’s help. He made the sign of the cross over the apostema, after which 
the physician successfully cured it.51 There are also examples of Renaissance 
physicians ordering the patient to listen to sermons and to maintain hope, 
trust, and faith in health, of prescribing faith and hope in one’s recovery. 
In such prescriptions, both were considered as forms of behaviour, as late 
medieval physicians largely believed that emotions were governed by cog-
nitive faculties.52 These instances demonstrate the multifaceted and often 
elusive nature of spiritual healing, and how, in many individual cases, the 
vagueness of hope as any clear category. Yet, as a part of the large hagio-
graphic corpus, these narratives equally carried on the message of hope for 
saintly help, as they were defined miraculous in retrospect.

As I mentioned in the introduction, it has been suggested that a full 
recovery was not necessarily the wish of a sick person looking for help. The 

wealthy family from Trastevere, later a commander of the papal troops; the couple had three 
children together. Francesca was a known benefactor in her local neighbourhood and also 
the founder of the monastery of Tor de’ Specchi, where she moved after the death of her 
husband. For Francesca and her canonization, see Esch, “Francesca Bussa, santa” and “I 
processi medioevali per la canonizzazione di santa Francesca Romana (1440–1451)”.

49 I Processi inediti, 172–173, 180, 267.
50 St Francesco di Paola (1416–1507) was the son of a wealthy couple who had, after a long 

period of infertility, conceived him after a vow made to St Francis of Assisi. He entered the 
order at the age of thirteen and eventually started a movement known as the Hermits of St 
Francis, or the Minim Friars. For Francesco’s canonization, see Finucane, Contested 
Canonizations, 117–124 and Clausi, Piatti and Sangineto, eds, San Francesco di Paola.

51 I Processi Autografi, 96–99. I discuss the healing activities of Saints Francesca and 
Francesco more thoroughly in Kuuliala, “The Saint as Medicator”.

52 Cohen-Hanegbi, Caring for the Living Soul, 115, 194. A change occurred in the fif-
teenth century, with physicians showing more interest in mental activity and giving advice 
such as meditating, imagining, thinking, and hoping, which do not appear to be directly 
linked with the movements of spirits or humours. Ibid., 132. See also Sari Kivistö’s article in 
this volume.
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question therefore remains: exactly what did the ill or disabled  person 
hope to achieve when approaching a healer? In the context of acute, life-
threatening illnesses the question may be easier to answer for both past 
and present societies. However, when analysing chronic and disabling but 
not fatal conditions the situation become more multifaceted. In the mod-
ern disability rights movement, many activists emphasise that (particularly 
in the case of congenital impairments) their wish is not to be healed; 
rather, their goal is to make society more accessible and thereby diminish 
the disabling effects of impairment. At the same time, in recent years some 
activists increasingly have pointed out that chronic pain is equally a part of 
the disability experience; the wish for better ways to alleviate it are essen-
tial and must have space within the movement. As a sentiment, pain in 
particular is known to elicit action to erase or at least ease it.53

There are sporadic hagiographic examples demonstrating how fluid the 
definitions of “health” and how different the desired results of spiritual 
healing could be in late medieval and early modern societies. One such 
example is recorded in the canonization process of St Nicholas of 
Tolentino, concerning the cure of a youth called Mathiolus Ageli from 
Eugubio. According to the narrative, Mathiolus was unable to walk and 
had to move about on a cart with wheels. A witness to the miracle, magis-
ter Mercatante Iohannis Adambi de Tholentino, testified that he once 
encountered Mathiolus and said to a man called Pucius in his company: 
“[W]ouldn’t it be a beautiful miracle if Blessed Nicholas liberated that 
cripple (proctractus).” Hearing this, Mathiolus reportedly said: “I wish 
that blessed Nicholas granted me the grace so that I could walk on my 
own, on crutches.” The three men went into Pucius’s house, where 
Mathiolus made a vow in which he asked God and St Nicholas to liberate 
him so that he could walk—and this is what happened.54

Mathiolus’s case was called a miracle by its witnesses, and the commis-
sioners of the hearing asked them for exactly how long Mathiolus had 
remained “healthy” (sanus), even though he remained visibly impaired 
after the miracle. There also are sporadic early modern miracle testimonies 
in which the cure-seeker has found help for debilitating pain while some 

53 For disability and chronic pain, see e.g. Snediker Contingent Figure and Wilbers, Loren 
E. “Institutional and Personal Narratives of Chronic Pain Management”.

54 Il processo per la canonizzazione di S. Nicola da Tolentino, 215: “ipse testis dixit dicto 
Puctio qui stabat ibi: O Puctie, istud esset pulcrum miraculum si beatus Nicolaus liberaret 
istum protractum. Et ille protractus respondit: Utinam quod ipse beatus Nicolaus faceret 
michi unam gratiam, scilicet quod ego possem ambulare per me cum crociis.”
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form of mobility impairment remains after the miracle.55 Although some 
marks of the miraculously cured infirmity, such as scars or a mild limp, 
quite often remained as signs of what had occurred, a petition to receive 
just a partial cure was usually not investigated.56 In the early modern 
period, there was also a change in terminology: alleviations were labelled 
as graces and no longer as miracles.57 An alleviation such as that of 
Mathiolus Angeli was undoubtedly a significant relief for the cure-seeker, 
but it is also possible that the symmetry was born in retrospective. It is 
significant that Mathiolus himself reportedly expressed that a “partial” 
cure was his exact wish. In a way, his hope for a partial cure proved the 
miracle to be a genuine one, not a “failed” one.

The interplay between the hope for health and partial miraculous cures 
is emphasized in the message the miraculously healed yet impaired body 
carried. When the fama of a miracle was widely spread, the visible symp-
toms of beneficiaries such as Mathiolus Angeli served as definitive proof 
that others also might receive help. Even if contemporaries considered 
these miracles somehow lesser than full cures, in everyday praxis prayers to 
receive some alleviation for a prolonged condition must have been signifi-
cant. Gianna Pomata has analysed legal contracts between doctors and 
patients in Renaissance Bologna and there found abundant evidence that 
the physicians were to receive payment only when the patient was able to 
perform their daily tasks.58 The concept of “health” as adequate functional 
ability therefore seems to have been culturally relevant. Although hagio-
graphic sources highlight full cures of serious medical conditions, at the 
individual level the essence of hope when invoking a saint most likely was 
the returned ability to fulfil one’s social role and to participate in the com-
munity’s activities.

Conclusions

Hope was an omnipresent virtue and emotion in medieval and early mod-
ern lived religion, playing a pivotal role in the emotional practices related 
to petitions ill and impaired people made to saints. Most devotees asking 

55 Processus Sixtinus, 192–193; BAM, MS D 59, f. 117v–119r, 121r.
56 For Mathiolus’s case and other late medieval “partial” cures, see Kuuliala, “Heavenly 

Healing or a Failure of Faith?”
57 Finucane, Contested Canonizations, 24, n. 31.
58 Pomata, Contracting a Cure, esp. 27–28.
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saints to heal their infirmities were not aware of theological ponderings 
about the essence of hope as a virtue or an emotion; for them, hope was a 
built-in element of their interaction with a saint. When learning how to 
approach a saint as part of their lived religious practices, people also 
learned how to represent hope and trust in the saint’s ability to help. At 
the same time, hope was inherent to the ways in which saints’ cults were 
promoted, as distributing hope could result in increasing spiritual power. 
The concept of hope therefore was both consciously and unconsciously 
repeated in the canonization documentation.

When approaching a saint, hope was performed as part of the emo-
tional script that would end with the hoped-for result. Feelings of sadness 
and even despair were part of this script, particularly as it was crucial to 
prove and demonstrate that there was no hope that any human remedy 
would solve the situation. Lack of hope thus turned into hope and faith, 
at least at the level of narration. That hope was an intrinsic element of 
approaching the sacred is emphasized by the documentation. The sources 
rarely refer to the emotion itself, but rather demonstrate it by describing 
the devotees’ emotional practices aimed at achieving the hoped-for 
miracle.

Given the communal nature of late medieval and early modern lived 
religion, hope and the emotional practices associated with it were consid-
ered to pass on between people. This chain reaction of emotion was 
important for those spreading saints’ cults. The ability to successfully pass 
on and even transmit hope could be crucial for (religious) communities 
and individuals, as it was closely connected with the possibility of gaining 
authority. Hope was distributed by spreading word about miraculous 
events, and particularly at the very late Middle Ages and in the early mod-
ern period, through the help of portable relics. Given the importance of 
these aspects of lived religion, it can be argued that hope was one of the 
most important building blocks for medieval communities of experience. 
Indeed, miracle testimonies demonstrate that these methods were effi-
cient, as witnesses frequently referred to their source of hope: the informa-
tion that someone else had already been helped by the saint in question. 
At the same time, with its growing control over the religious life of people, 
the campaigns of the Catholic Reformation-era Church also regulated 
hope, further demonstrating its communal importance.

Hope for miraculous healing is an essential part of pre-modern health-
care and medical pluralism, as the possibility that a saint could help was 
part of the medico-religious culture of the period. Hagiographic sources 
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tend to highlight “full” cures of very serious medical conditions, but the 
sporadic depictions of cures with remaining symptoms are one demonstra-
tion that the concept of “health” differed from that in the modern world: 
being healthy in the pre-modern world primarily meant the ability to fulfil 
one’s social role and having adequate functional ability to do so. As even 
a mild alleviation could be significant for an individual, and interpreting it 
as a result of a miracle undoubtedly held immense spiritual importance, 
praying—and hoping—for health was tightly interlinked with the com-
munal life and practices of lived religion. Afterall, the reality of a cure as 
well as its miraculous nature were both communally negotiated.
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CHAPTER 13

Hope, Nostalgia, and the Use of Emotions 
in Early Modern Medicine

Sari Kivistö

Introduction

Emotions such as trust and hope played a crucial role in university medi-
cine already in the Middle Ages,1 but their significance in healing encoun-
ters increased considerably during the early modern period. In the long 
eighteenth century, the burgeoning theory of affects had a great influence 
on medical practices. Several leading physicians noted the remarkable 
influence of emotions on the human body.2 They often had connections 

1 Salmón, “The Physician as Cure”.
2 On illness and affects, see, e.g. Stolberg, “Zorn, Wein und Weiber”. On medical disserta-

tions dealing with the healing impact of passions, see, e.g. Johann Wilhelm Pauli, De animi 
commotionum vi medica (Leipzig, 1700), Friedrich Hoffmann, De animo sanitatis et morbo-
rum fabro (Halle, 1699). The unit of body and mind was perhaps most influentially proposed 
by Georg Ernst Stahl (1659–1734), a second professor of medicine at Halle, whose ideas 
were disseminated widely in some eighteenth-century German universities and at Montpellier. 
He challenged Descartes’s dualism of body and mind with the idea of a living organism in 
which emotions could cause physical illnesses and emotional harmony was essential for 
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with German Pietism, within which doctors formed their own understand-
ing of medicine where the body and soul were closely intertwined 
(Einheit).3 For example, such famous German doctors as Michael Alberti 
(1682–1757), who supervised hundreds of medical dissertations, exam-
ined how the emotions and medicine work together by accelerating the 
humours. Alberti also developed the idea of the inner senses, which 
included imagination and memory, and their health effects.4 Internal 
affects were thought to become visible in the body: negative affections 
could cause illness, while positive affections such as love, hope, and joy 
could heal.

The discussion about emotions was also related to the wider develop-
ment of medical practices. In the stereotypic portrayal, physicians used 
cruel and violent healing methods,5 but to gain the trust of the patients, 
doctors actively sought to treat them in a more comprehensive way. This 
idea was not new: already in medieval university medicine, one of the cen-
tral goals of medical performance was to build up confidence in patients to 
secure their obedience and to achieve better results in the cure. However, 
as the field of psychology emerged during the eighteenth century, these 
questions came up increasingly more often.6 Hopeful words supported 
nature in fighting against the disease. Therefore, the physician was advised 
to manage his rhetorical skills and learn a persuasive language that did not 
cause despair but instead fuelled hope. This development was supported 
by the prevailing idea among Pietist doctors that the medical doctor 

health. On Stahl and emotions in medicine, see Diethelm, Medical Dissertations, 118–119; 
Mauser, Konzepte aufgeklärter Lebensführung, 222–228; Geyer-Kordesch, Pietismus, 
Medizin und Aufklärung.

3 For the union of the body and soul in Pietistic thinking, see, e.g. Zaunstöck and 
Grunewald, Heilen an Leib und Seele, 46–51. Overall balance was important and thus dietet-
ics was crucial in medicine. In dietetics, instructions were given for eating, sleeping, cleanli-
ness, working, fresh air, and regulating the emotions.

4 For example, in his dissertations De therapia morborum morali (Halle, 1714), De thera-
pia imaginaria (Halle, 1721), and De medico effectu affectuum animi (Halle, 1735), Alberti 
highlighted the far-reaching impact of emotions and imagination on the body. He also 
reviewed the effect of placebos in treatment based on Stahl’s ideas and explained the impact 
of sympathetic cures with amulets using the imagination. On Alberti, see Diethelm, Medical 
Dissertations, 125; Rydberg, “Michael Alberti”.

5 Gentilcore, Medical Charlatanism; Kivistö, Medical Analogy, 11–12, 54–60.
6 For the development of psychology in Germany, see Bell, The German Tradition of 

Psychology.
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should also demonstrate virtue in his actions. If he failed to act coura-
geously and maintain hope of a recovery, this could even lead to the 
patient’s death.7

Although emotions were much debated in early modern medicine, the 
role of hope in the treatment of diseases in the early modern period has 
not been extensively studied. To examine the importance of hope in early 
modern medical settings the first half of the chapter explores the signifi-
cance of hope in the writings of such notable medical authors as Jerome 
Gaub (1705–1780) and William Corp (d. 1790) who directly commented 
on the physical and psychological effects attributed to hope in healing. 
Stephen Gaukroger has argued that Gaub was the first to transform “the 
philosophical question of the mind-body relation so that it turned on the 
relationship between the mind and the body in health and in disease”.8 
Gaub and Corp were active physicians who addressed their writings to the 
medical community, but their texts also circulated more widely among 
reading audiences. Their essays are early key texts in the examination of 
the influence of the mind on the body. I will read them as representative 
examples of eighteenth-century medical thinking, through which it is pos-
sible to reconstruct some wider lines about the contemporary understand-
ing of the role of emotions in medical treatment. In the latter half of the 
chapter, I will consider the relationship between hope and other time-
sensitive emotions (trust, patience) in medical practices, and discuss the 
healing effects of hope on specific diseases, particularly on nostalgia, with 
the aim of showing how hope was thought to be effective in promoting 
health and healing certain diseases. ​Numerous medical dissertations on 
nostalgia appeared in various parts of Europe in the eighteenth century 
and the early decades of the nineteenth century. Although hope was con-
sidered to promote healing from illnesses more generally, it was under-
stood as the only effective treatment for the disease of nostalgia. At the 
end of the chapter, I summarize the main aspects of medical hope in the 
light of the previous analysis.

What I aim to do in this chapter is to track down early modern medical 
writings, essays, and dissertations that discussed the role of hope in allevi-
ating human suffering and physical ailments. Although dissertations writ-
ten in Latin were addressed to the medical community of the university, 
they were sometimes circulated more widely in vernacular languages or as 

7 Rydberg, “Michael Alberti”, 261–263.
8 Gaukroger, The Natural and the Human, 144.
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translations. The collections of Latin dissertations are significant docu-
ments of academic instruction and invaluable in the historical study of 
European scholarship.9 Generally, the dissertations of this period were 
rather conventional pieces of scholarship that summarized traditional 
knowledge and the scientific discussion of their day. The dissertations did 
not demonstrate novelty as much as they sought to display proficiency and 
the extensive learnedness and book-learning of the respondent or the pre-
sider who had authored the dissertation. However, such standard texts are 
important sources to explore hope precisely because they represent the 
state of the art of their time and offer much information on the status of 
medicine and descriptions of clinical observations in various periods. 
Medical dissertations typically included exempla, anecdotes, and stories 
from ancient myths, history, or the Bible to illustrate their points. Examples 
were especially common in medical literature addressed to the larger audi-
ences. They were used to clarify a statement, offer unchanging and norma-
tive models for human conduct, or just to entertain. Often, a mere personal 
name was enough to evoke an appropriate association in the reader.10 
Thus, the chapter also aims to illustrate the discursive practices of medical 
science which made ample use of authoritative (un)historical anecdotes 
and stories.

A Hopeful Scent

In his Latin essay De regimine mentis from 1747, Jerome Gaub, a profes-
sor of medicine at Leiden and a former pupil of the famous physician 
Boerhaave, proposed that because the mind and the body are closely con-
nected, emotions can cause serious physical illnesses. Therefore, physicians 
should not only treat the body but also the mind and explore the relation-
ship of emotions with bodily changes. For Gaub, the cause of a bodily 
disease could lie in the mind, and the reason for a mental disorder might 
sometimes be found in the body. Because emotions are connected with 
bodily ailments and feelings are followed by changes in the body, neither 
can be treated in isolation.11 Furthermore, Gaub argued that by modifying 

9 See, e.g. Kivistö, The Vices of Learning.
10 See Schäfer, “Literarische Kleinformen”, 140; Schäfer, “Exemplum historiae naturalis”.
11 Rather, Mind and Body, 2, 7. Unlike Descartes, who regarded emotions as disturbances 

of the bodily mechanism, Gaub regarded an emotion as a disturbance of the mind (not of the 
body) that is transmitted to the body; see Rather, Mind and Body, 15.
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the bodily temperament and by acting on the body, it was possible—at 
least to a limited degree—to control the mind.12 This idea was based on 
Galen, who studied the relationship between bodily temperament and 
human behaviour. Another major source for Gaub was Cicero’s Tusculanae 
disputationes and its section dealing with the emotions.13

In his later essay from 1763 on the same topic, Gaub studied the cor-
poreal effects of specific emotions and argued that deep sorrow could 
remain seated in the body for a long time and decrease both physical 
strength and mental health. Gaub, like other medical writers of the time, 
constantly drew on examples from antiquity to describe how emotions 
affected physical health. For example, the mythical shepherd Endymion, 
who suffered from lovesickness, fell into an eternal sleep that was known 
in medical history as hypersomnia or pathologically excessive sleep. 
Ancient poetry also provided other illuminating examples: “Do I dare call 
on Niobe and the Heliades as witnesses—the one changed into a rock by 
sorrow, the others into trees? Who will not hold that there is not truth in 
the stories of the poets?”14 Another more historical example Gaub quoted 
from Montaigne referred to a nobleman who, after recognizing that the 
fallen soldier was his own son, was unable to express his feelings by crying 
even though everyone else around him mourned loudly. Hence, his face 
frozen, his body petrified, he fell dead to the ground. For Gaub, this anec-
dote illustrated how suppressed emotions could be fatal to one’s health.15

The theory of affects noted that positive emotions such as hope had 
medical implications. Among the various emotions discussed in early 
modern university medicine, hope was often regarded as an uncertain but 
comforting passion that made all life situations easier. The scientific litera-
ture of the time attributed special powers to hope. As a motivational force, 
it made the soldier return to battle after defeat and the sailor to sea after a 
shipwreck, forgetting the ravages of the previous storm. Hope helped one 
to enjoy the good sides of life and supported one in the moment of adver-
sity by creating faith in the future. In exploring the beneficial corporeal 
effects of hope in various ailments, Gaub wrote:

12 Rather, Mind and Body, 12.
13 Rather, Mind and Body, 14.
14 Gaub, De regimine mentis, 141; trans. J.L. Rather.
15 Gaub, De regimine mentis, 141–142.
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The most salutary of all, hope, not only arouses the mind but breathes 
strength into all of the bodily powers as well. Hence the misery of old age, 
which, when it forbids distant to arise, is not sustained even by immediate 
ones. Hence the sufferers from homesickness who are revivified by hope 
alone when first they ready themselves to return to their native lands.16

Calling hope one of the milder emotions, Gaub suggested that it was the 
most salutary of emotions and gave bodily strength.

It was especially fashionable to look back to antiquity in late seven-
teenth- to eighteenth-century medical discourse and, accordingly, in 
Gaub’s dissertation the effects of hope were exemplified by the story of 
the dying Democritus. The anecdote about the dying philosopher pre-
served by Diogenes Laertius and mentioned by Gaub suggested that when 
Democritus’ sister went to the feast of Ceres, Democritus was kept alive by 
the smell of fresh bread (according to some sources, the vital ingredient 
was honey) until his sister returned from the ritual to take care of her 
dying brother.17 Democritus and other ancient atomists believed that life 
was maintained in the body by breathing.18 However, Gaub, whose opin-
ion of the event was less materialistic, argued that Democritus’ survival 
during those days was in fact due to hope and the desire for his sister’s 
return rather than fresh bread alone. According to the ancient understand-
ing, death is a certain moment when the soul leaves the body, but this 
moment could be postponed with the help of bread or, as Gaub’s later 
rationalizing interpretation suggests, hope. Gaub proposed that physicians 
can also breathe new life into their patients with comforting words which 
influence the imagination and thus change the patient’s mood. The 

16 Gaub, De regimine mentis, 173–174; trans. J.L. Rather.
17 Gaub, De regimine mentis, 174. Diogenes Laertius’ version of the last days of Democritus 

goes as follows: “Of the death of Democritus the account given by Hermippus is as follows. 
When he was now very old and near his end, his sister was vexed that he seemed likely to die 
during the festival of Thesmophoria and she would be prevented from paying the fitting wor-
ship to the goddess. He bade her be of good cheer and ordered hot loaves to be brought to 
him every day. By applying these to his nostrils he contrived to outlive the festival; and as 
soon as the three festival days were passed he let his life go from him without pain, having 
then, according to Hipparchus, attained his one hundred and ninth year” (Diogenes 9.5.43; 
trans. R.D. Hicks). For Democritus, see Rütten, Demokrit; for Democritus’ death scene, see 
Chitwood, Death by Philosophy, 134–140.

18 Chitwood, Death by Philosophy, 139; Taylor, “Democritus”; Warren, “Democritus”.
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positive effects of hope were thus observed even in a dying body.19 Similar 
and almost miraculous effects of emotions on physical health were 
recorded in several medical dissertations of the time.

The favourable effects of hope were related to a person’s ability to 
imagine pleasant things. Gaub noted the ability of the imagination to both 
heal and make oneself sick.20 When some idea was communicated to the 
animal spirits, it gradually found its way into the bodily humours and thus 
something that had first burdened only the mind became a disease of the 
body. One historical anecdote of peculiar interest for Gaub was the case of 
Peiresc, an early seventeenth-century French astronomer, who, stricken by 
a severe paralysis, lost his ability to speak. However, when he heard a 
delightful hymn sung, he started to praise the beauty of the song and 
regained his power to speak and use his limbs.21 In this way, with the help 
of hopeful (sung) words and pleasant mental images, the patient’s health 
was influenced favourably; this was the process, according to Gaub, that 
also explained the vitality of Democritus’ last days. For Gaub, the lack of 
hope also contributed to the miseries of old age, whereas sufferers of 
homesickness were revivified by hope alone when they dreamed of return-
ing to their native lands. Hope could also help to cure fevers by accelerat-
ing the movement of the humours.22

The Medical Uses of Positive Emotions

Medical discussions about the healing effects of hope were widely dissemi-
nated in early modern Europe. In addition to Gaub’s influential disserta-
tion, another key text in this regard was the Essay on the Changes Produced 
in the Body by Operations of the Mind (1791) by William Corp, a popular 
medical writer in London, who studied the health effects of such emotions 
as joy, anger, and fear. Distinguishing between positive and negative emo-
tions, he devoted a chapter to hope.23 Corp first quoted Thomas Gray’s 
“Ode on the Pleasure Arising from Vicissitude” (ca. 1775):

19 Hope on the deathbed was related to the understanding of hope as a theological virtue. 
For the religious virtue of hope as salvific activity (and the vice of hopelessness) in medicine, 
see Marcum, The Virtuous Physician (on hope, see esp. Ch. 3.3.2.). See also the chapters by 
Nissi and Pihko in this volume.

20 Gaub, De regimine mentis, 178.
21 Gaub, De regimine mentis, 179.
22 Gaub, De regimine mentis, 175–179.
23 Corp, Essay, Ch. V; Rather, Mind and Body, 177.
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… Hope prolongs our happier hour,
Or deepest shades, that dimly lower
And blacken round our weary way,
Gilds with a gleam of distant day.24

Corp then moved on to address the medical impact of this emotion. He 
stated that hope had salutary effects, because it could energise the nervous 
system and invigorate the heart and blood circulation, through which it 
maintained the body’s strength. Because of this, hope could be considered 
a prophylactic emotion that prevented diseases. Based on clinical observa-
tions, Corp concluded that people strengthened by hope avoided epi-
demic infection more easily or else suffered more mildly compared to 
others. The medical benefits of hope could be seen even in the treatment 
of severe epidemics like the plague: hope was useful if it helped to con-
vince people that the disease was not incurable. A hopeful atmosphere was 
created by emphasizing proper precautions in the treatment of the epi-
demic and by avoiding distressing news about funerals, death bells, or 
deceased friends and relatives that lowered the mood.25

The healing effects of hope were discussed in connection to various 
diseases, because, in Corp’s words, “the salutary influence of Hope will, 
perhaps, be most obvious, when we consider its effects on the morbid 
body”.26 Corp dealt with such individual diseases as prison fever, which 
some doctors believed was caused by the bad air and hygiene in prisons. In 
Corp’s view, there were dirty cells and dungeons everywhere, and the lack 
of fresh air and the longing for cleanliness were not the only reasons for 
the occurrence of the disease. Instead, Corp believed that poor nutrition 
and changes in living conditions could significantly weaken the movement 
of the vital spirits and thus affect the mood from which the diseases arose; 
in addition, the depressing effect of the conditions on the state of mind 
was considerable.27 Corp cited Boerhaave, who had noted that subdued 
joy and the hope of recovery during a mild fever were beneficial because 
they slightly accelerated the circulation of the bodily fluids and thus 

24 Corp, Essay, 37.
25 Corp, Essay, 38–39. Gaub also notes that even during the plague, physicians should try 

to give people some hope by convincing them that the disease was not entirely incurable; 
Gaub, De regimine mentis, 177.

26 Corp, Essay, 40.
27 Corp, Essay, 39–40.
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refreshed the brain. The health-promoting effect of hope was based 
precisely on its ability to accelerate vital functions and fluid circulation in 
the body.28

Hope could be created with different healing methods, some of which 
were, however, considered unscientific or at least clearly secondary in 
terms of treatment. Corp reflected on the relationship between hope and 
beliefs, referring to the ancient way of trying to cure illnesses with the help 
of various amulets, charms, or spells. At this point, he also quoted Horace’s 
Epistles: “There are spells and sayings whereby you may soothe the pain / 
and cast much of the malady aside”.29 Horace discussed here the largely 
incurable moral diseases of avarice and ambition, so the quoted passage 
was fundamentally sceptical of the power of spells and sayings to cast the 
malady aside, but Corp maintained that such means may once have had 
some effect if people firmly believed in their healing power. However, the 
most important thing was to make sure that the patient understood that 
such means were only a supplement to the actual medical treatment and 
not a substitute for it. Therefore even amulets could be useful if they cre-
ated hope in the patients.

It was crucial to maintain hope especially for those suffering from 
chronic diseases so that they did not refrain from treatments. Corp consid-
ered prolonging life to be an important outcome, even if recovery was 
unlikely, because diseases could sometimes suddenly subside at various 
stages and this possibility had to be supported in every way. On some 
occasions, however, hope was unjustified if death was clearly approaching: 
the patient could talk in a delusional way about forthcoming amusements 
or trips to beautiful rural locations, but in such cases the future orientation 
was unfortunately hopeless. Nevertheless, for Corp, in general hope was a 
safe and non-violent medicine that could be used with confidence in the 
treatment of every illness. Even in an extremely serious situation, main-
taining hope was justified to save the patient.30

Many doctors of the time shared these views of the health effects of 
positive emotions. In his Latin dissertation on the medical uses of the 
affects, Johann Christian von Weltzien (1767–1829) of Göttingen wrote 
that hope, trust, and joy never harmed the patient and often helped the 

28 Corp, Essay, 42–43.
29 Corp, Essay, 43; Horace, Epistles 1.1.34–35, trans. H. Rushton Fairclough.
30 Corp, Essay, 44–46.
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doctor in his practice.31 Hope was a pleasant and health-promoting affect 
that maintained health until old age. Weltzien stressed that the feeling of 
hope directly affected the body: it activated the nerves in a pleasant way, 
produced gentle mental movements, accelerated the blood flow in the ves-
sels, and promoted the metabolism. While exerting a mildly stimulating 
effect on the body, it was beneficial for every patient. Weltzien stated that 
divine hope helped even at the bedside of the dying by easing the anxiety 
caused by approaching death.32 Sometimes hope could also be developed 
through activities that interrupted the gloomy thoughts of the melan-
cholic person: for example, dance, song, and wine could generate hopeful 
thoughts and lighten the mind in a person prone to melancholy.33 Weltzien 
was thus among the early modern physicians who maintained that hope 
was a gentle and healthy psychological force that restored a happy mind 
even in times of adversity by creating faith in the future and overcoming 
illness.34 Hope was helpful in all diseases and especially in diseases marked 
by the dysfunction of the mind and including deep depression, sadness, 
unhappy love, or tormenting desire and passion. Hope maintained the 
patients’ desire to live and helped in the pursuit of the longed-for thing.35 
Hope was also useful in stirring up patients suffering from a slow, emaciat-
ing, and chronic weakness (tabes).36

Hope overlapped with other intersubjective emotions that were affected 
and modified by discursive practices. Cognate positive emotions included 
patience and trust that were equally important in healing encounters. 
Trust (fiducia) was defined as a firm hope of achieving something good; it 
included a different certainty of the outcome than mere hope. Physician 
could try to create trust, for example, with the help of expensive drugs, 
spectacular performances, or persuasive drug names, such as Der Königin 
Christinäe Lebens-Pulver, Wunder-thätiges Salz, or Gottes Wunder-Güte, 

31 Weltzien, Dissertatio, §14. Weltzien quoted Gaub in the epigraph of his dissertation, 
which indicates the continuing authority of Gaub’s thought.

32 Weltzien, Dissertatio, §17.
33 Weltzien, Dissertatio, §21. A sudden startle such as an accidental falling into water could 

also cure mental ailments, heartbreak, or grief. Submersion therapy was developed for this 
purpose; according to Gaub, it was a terrible remedy but efficient. See Rather, Body and 
Mind, 109. Nostalgia could also be cured by music, recreation, regular exercise, etc.; see 
Rather, Body and Mind, 234 n. 177.

34 Weltzien, Dissertatio, §38.
35 Weltzien, Dissertatio, §38.
36 Weltzien, Dissertatio, §29.
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but instead of such false means, it was better to inspire confidence with 
professionalism, courtesy, and virtue.37 The virtue of patience was another 
time-sensitive emotion crucial in the doctor-patient relationship and 
required in good medical practice. In the dissertation De patientia medi-
corum (1724), Christian Jacobi and Johann Gottlob Hertel (ca. 
1705–1780) suggested that there were at least three specific occasions in 
which the physician’s patience manifested itself and these circumstances 
were related to the nature of the disease, the patient’s behaviour, and the 
relatives and other people surrounding the medical staff.38 Jacobi and 
Hertel’s normative views on patience show how patience also involves 
hope and shares similar time-sensitive mechanisms and rhetorical strate-
gies with it. Like hope, patience was an intersubjective virtue formed 
between the medical doctor and his patient, who were both advised to do 
their best for healing.

However, there was one crucial difference between hope and patience: 
patience was a physician’s virtue. While the patient was an object of the 
physician’s medical operations, their own agency was not considered 
important in this context. On the contrary, the positive effects of hope 
were widely considered in medicine when dealing precisely with such 
pathological conditions in which individuals had lost some or most of 
their personal agency. Hope became a crucial healing factor especially in 
situations that were otherwise beyond the control of the individual.39 The 
doctor’s approach to the future was not about mere hope, which belonged 
to the patient as a more passive feeling. Instead, as the doctor relied on his 
professional skills, his way of facing the future with confidence took the 
form of the virtue of patience. Jacobi and Hertel claimed that in the case 
of any delay or drawback in the healing process, the medical doctor should 
remain steadfast and, relying on his previous experience, realize that the 
course of the disease has had the same character in other patients. Relying 
on the common saying “As long as there is life there is hope”, the doctor 
should perform patience and acknowledge that impatience could harm-
fully disturb the healing process.40 Patience was crucial in the face of such 
chronic diseases as epilepsy, asthma, hypochondria, arthritis, and others, 

37 Friedrich and Fuchs, Dissertatio de fiducia; on hope and trust, see esp. §IV; on drug 
names, §XXIX.

38 Jacobi and Hertel, De patientia medicorum, §III.
39 For the association of hope with difficult life situations (in ancient Greek thought in 

particular), see Kazantzidis and Spatharas, Hope.
40 Jacobi and Hertel, De patientia medicorum, §VIII.
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which often involved a temporal gap between medication and outcome: 
when the drug did not immediately show its power, one had to wait 
patiently to see its effects. The time-bound nature of patience became vis-
ible in the waiting when the medical interventions little by little started to 
change the course of the disease.41 Also diseases having multiple symptoms 
or receding merely to relapse and recurrence (recidivae) required patience. 
Jacobi and Hertel insisted that the doctor should not act hastily, change 
the treatment plan, or—even worse—abandon the patient as incurable, 
although the horizon of recovery was not immediately recognizable. 
Performing patience while waiting also included the physician using all 
possible means to heal the patient even if the case seemed desperate.42

One influential factor here was that the patients’ characters and behav-
iours varied endlessly. The signs of patience in this regard included the 
doctor listening to the patients’ concerns gently and attentively, under-
standing that the patients needed to be aware of issues related to their own 
health. Physicians should also learn to receive different emotional reac-
tions from their patients, including fear that could be prevented by the 
physician’s peacefulness, good humour, and hopeful words. Relying on 
Celsus, Jacobi and Hertel claimed that doctors should always approach 
their patients without haste, sit by their bedside, ask about their feelings, 
and try to calm them down. Some patients were anxious to know every-
thing about their condition or curious about the details of their medica-
tion; others were prone to anger and quickly lost their temper, but doctors 
should never respond with similar reactions. Stoic patience was sometimes 
needed; Jacobi and Hertel quoted Seneca’s epistle 76 suggesting that a 
good man “shall obey the gods and not blaze forth in anger at sudden 
misfortunes or deplore our lot, but rather patiently accept fate and obey 
its commands”.43 Erroneous views could be criticized, but sometimes it 
was better to remain silent than argue with a stubborn patient. Yet another 
context requiring patience related to the patient’s relatives, friends, and 

41 Jacobi and Hertel, De patientia medicorum, §III–V. On the slow effects of medication, 
see Celsus, De medicina 3.1.6.

42 Jacobi and Hertel, De patientia medicorum, §VI–IX. They (§X) also noted that mere 
waiting did not equal the art of healing, even though the physician Gideon Harvey had pro-
posed that medicine is the art of healing diseases by waiting, ars curandi morbos expectatione 
(this was the title of his book in which he described how doctors rely on passing time, post-
ponements, and not interfering). In his view, there were certain limits to be obeyed even in 
patience.

43 Seneca, Epistles 76.23, trans. R.M. Gummere.
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servants, who were often unknowledgeable about medical issues, dis-
obeyed orders, or took too much responsibility for the care themselves. 
Younger colleagues could also test one’s patience. A good doctor should 
face all these circumstances without overreacting. It was important to note 
that this orientation to the future was not just wishful thinking but rather 
based on long experience of the normal course of the disease and the mea-
sures affecting it.

Nostalgia and Hope

One of the diseases perhaps most frequently associated with hope was 
homesickness or nostalgia, which were thought to be cured by hopeful 
words. The mixture of nostalgia and hope has been studied in many disci-
plines from policy research on citizenship to interdisciplinary place studies, 
but the origins of nostalgia were in early modern medicine.44 Johann 
Hofer’s (1669–1752) medical dissertation De nostalgia (1688) has 
become a classic work on the topic.45 Hofer was the first to use the term 
nostalgia, meaning “a symptom of a lesion of the imagination due to the 
constant movement of the animal spirits through the white tubules of the 
tracts of the striate bodies and the oval centre of the brain. The repeated 
movement of these corporeal spirits along the same paths in the brain 
excites in the mind a recurring idea of a return home”.46 Hofer explained 
that in nostalgia, animal spirits lose their liveliness and become sluggish in 
their movements when fixed on the same idea of the pleasant breeze of the 
native land and a return there, but this condition could be improved by 
hopeful words. Hofer’s dissertation is usually cited as the starting point for 
this topic in most modern studies of nostalgia, and Gaub also referred to 
it in his essay.47

44 See, e.g. Norocel, Hellström, and Jørgensen, Nostalgia and Hope; Davidson, Park, and 
Shields, Ecologies of Affect.

45 For nostalgia, see Illbruck, Nostalgia (on Hofer, see Chap. 1); Boym, The Future of 
Nostalgia (a basic reference for nostalgia in literary studies, but it does not deal with hope); 
Lee, “The Medical Science of Nostalgia” (on nostalgia in Wordsworth in particular). See also 
Potkay, Hope (for hope in literary history).

46 Hofer, De nostalgia, §3; qtd. in English in Rather, Mind and Body, 176. Other terms 
used for the same phenomenon included nostomania, philopatridomania, and pothopatridal-
gia, but the word nostalgia was coined by Hofer. See also Illbruck, Nostalgia, 141 on the 
hope of fulfilment in Plato, who mentioned longing (pothos) in his Symposion (197d) and 
(especially) Cratylus (420a).

47 Gaub, De regimine mentis, 176.
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Nostalgia was a typical disease in young men and adolescents who were 
sent to foreign lands to study and missed their home country. Gaub argued 
that especially young men who were attached to their native soil suffered 
from this disease if they were forced to leave their home country for mili-
tary service.48 Therefore, they rapidly lost their strength and health (some-
times perhaps faking the affliction, one might add), but if promised that 
they would be allowed to return home, their condition immediately 
improved.49 The cause of the illness was that when the animal spirits were 
fixed exclusively on the idea of returning home, they lost all their mobility 
and became sluggish in their movements. Gaub described how the 
patients’ appetite was dulled, the gastric flow became slower, and motions 
were torpid.50 When they were given some reasons to hope, this re-
energized their nervous system, invigorated the heart, and made their 
bodily circulation lively again.

The disease particularly affected certain professions, such as soldiers 
and sailors who were forced apart from their native environment. Helmut 
Illbruck, who has studied the history of nostalgia, refers to a later example 
from Schiller’s Essay on the Connection between the Animal and Spiritual 
Nature of Man (1780), in which the sailors in the stormy sea, hearing the 
cry of sight of land, came to a hopeful mind. The cry of “land ahoy!” itself 
occasioned “the instant ‘sight’ of everything dear for which they had been 
pining”.51 The homesickness could be triggered by social isolation, the 
frequent contemplation of home, and even by the smallest external sig-
nals, such as a piece of sweet domestic melody that afflicted the imagina-
tion by recalling the idealized image of the homeland; for example, 
Weltzien referred to the simple melodies and songs of Swiss cowherds and 
mountaineers (the so-called Kuhreigen) that served as potential triggers 
for nostalgia.52

The illness was born out of thoughts that were exclusively occupied by 
the persistent idea of the homeland and pursuing the same paths without 

48 Gaub, De regimine mentis, 175.
49 Gaub, De regimine mentis, 176.
50 Gaub, De regimine mentis, 177.
51 Illbruck, Nostalgia, 115.
52 Weltzien, Dissertatio, §30. The prime example of this phenomenon in antiquity was, of 

course, Odysseus, who desired the heart smoke of his home island. Odysseus lost his will to 
live, which was a clear symptom of nostalgia. Ovid expressed a similar emotional state when 
he was banished to the shores of the Black Sea. See Homer, Odyssey, 1.55–59; Illbruck, 
Nostalgia, 37.
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any variation. The symptoms of the disease were continued sadness, self-
absorption, overall weakness, disturbed sleep, and continual or intermit-
tent fever. To prove the existence of the disease, Johann Hofer presented 
some case studies from the Bern and Basel regions where the disease fre-
quently occurred.53 For example, a young man who studied in Basel fell 
into depression, which was followed by a high fever and a collapse of his 
general condition as the symptoms continued. When it was finally realized 
that he was suffering from nostalgia and preparations were made for his 
return to his hometown of Bern, he began to recover upon hearing these 
plans and returned to his old self even before they arrived in Bern. 
Returning to the hometown—or a realistic hope of it—cured the illness 
without any other medication.

From a medical point of view, it was important to note that the mere 
possibility of return could have restorative powers.54 Hofer wrote that if 
the medical treatment did not work, “hope of returning to the Fatherland 
must be given as soon as the strength seems somewhat equal to bearing 
the annoyances of a return journey”.55 Previous cases had proven that 
many patients got better already on the journey. Hofer told the story of a 
Parisian merchant whose Swiss servant grew tired of his work and was 
constantly sad and melancholic. Finally, the servant requested to be 
released from his job, which the Parisian merchant immediately granted. 
This liberation cheered him up and he no longer constantly thought about 
returning home; on the contrary, he remained permanently in Paris with-
out suffering nostalgia again.56

Medical examples of the time emphasized that even a single word of 
hope could miraculously change the physical condition by offering the 
possibility for a different future. Instead of urging the patient to forget the 
past and face the new possibilities of the future with confidence, restoring 
hope was considered the only effective treatment for the disease. Reviving 
hope affected the imagination, which was thought to have a significant 
effect on physical health. As Hofer put it, the best method of cure was to 
correct the afflicted imagination, since nostalgia was for him a disturbance 
of the imagination: mental images were related to the animal spirits from 

53 However, this affliction was soon noticed to be common in other countries as well; in 
the mid-nineteenth century it was thought to prevail in France; see Roth, “Dying of the 
Past”, with references to French dissertations on the topic.

54 See also Illbruck, Nostalgia, 66.
55 Hofer, Nostalgia, §12; trans. Carolyn Kiser Anspach.
56 Hofer, Nostalgia, §12.
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whose disturbance and rigidity the disease gained strength.57 Therefore, 
the physician had to participate in the illness by gratifying the patient’s 
dreams.58 These views were still current in the mid-1800s: according to 
Eduard Matthaei, who wrote a Latin dissertation on medical nostalgia as 
late as in the early nineteenth century, in the more fatal form of the dis-
ease, only the hope and confidence created in the patient about returning 
home had proven to be effective.59 In Matthaei’s view, hope had the 
miraculous power of healing diseases. Even severe symptoms and a high 
fever were immediately relieved by the glimmer of hope. Conversely, if 
there was no hope of returning home and the patient knew this, the illness 
was usually fatal or heightened the risk of suicide.60 The only sure way of 
healing nostalgia was to re-establish the connection with the past and send 
the patient back home; this was the duty of every doctor who concerned 
himself with this disease. In several cases, the patient’s condition had 
already improved by the time they noticed that everyone was doing their 
best to prepare for the return home.61 As Michael Roth later put it, 
“attachment to a lost object usually connects the person to the world”.62

Many medical dissertations on nostalgia mentioned that in severe cases, 
the patient had to be given hope by withholding information or even 
lying.63 If the patient was unwell and could not be comforted by promises 
of an actual journey home, hope had to be created by abandoning the 
truth, for hope had a wonderful effect on this disease. Even one hopeful 
(albeit false) word returned the patient “from the gates of the Underworld” 
back to the living. With hope, the patient’s strength recovered, the mind 
brightened, and the exhausted person became stronger again thanks to 
this psychological treatment. Contemporary authors often briefly pon-
dered whether it was ethically appropriate to cultivate hope in patients to 
the last and claimed that physicians should not be blamed for trying to do 
so, because otherwise they might both hasten the death of the patient and 

57 Hofer, Nostalgia, §12.
58 Roth, “Dying of the Past,” 12 notes that today this behaviour is called “a transference 

relationship” between the patient and the physician.
59 Matthaei, De nostalgia, 30.
60 Matthaei, De nostalgia, 9, 22.
61 Franz Johann Adolf Grundtmann (b. 1813) from Berlin, for example, stressed that as 

the disease of nostalgia was entirely mental, its treatment had to be accordingly. Grundtmann, 
De nostalgia, 20–22.

62 Roth, “Dying of the Past”, 14.
63 See, e.g. Zaccaria, De nostalgia, 18–19; Petrowicz, De nostalgia, 25.
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render their last moments miserable.64 Sometimes patients could be cured 
of a difficult illness if they were not aware of its reality; therefore, it was 
sometimes acceptable to engage in even illusory hope.

These perceptions of both nostalgia and its effects changed over time. 
The understanding of nostalgia as a disease of the imagination was gradu-
ally modernized, so that Rousseau, for example, considered the disease to 
be a disorder related to memory and not imagination. Discussion was 
raised about a healthy relationship with the past and about a normal, non-
pathological memory not excessively attached to bygone days. Nostalgia 
in this discourse was “a pathological way of being in the present”65 when 
the affections of the home and native soil impeded “the nostalgic person 
from living in the present”.66 It has been suggested that the concept of 
nostalgia reached its peak in the 1820s and 1830s, and its popularity was 
mainly due to the Napoleonic Wars.67 In nineteenth-century France, the 
condition of this illness was no longer a concrete change of place or long-
ing for a beloved scene; nostalgia was instead seen as a form of melancholy, 
where alienation from the social environment produced a kind of meta-
phorical feeling of nostalgia.68 When the understanding of nostalgia 
changed in a psychological direction, the discussion of nostalgia as a dis-
ease with physical symptoms gradually decreased in medicine.

Psycho-Physical, Secular, and Positive Hope

As the discussion above shows, hope along with other goal- and future-
oriented affects such as trust and patience contributed to good medical 
practice. As Corp put it, “sick persons reap no inconsiderable benefit when 
they meet a friend in their physician”,69 thereby voicing the idea that hope, 
trust, and other positive emotions were requisites for successful medical 
practice. Early modern medical discussions of hope maintained that doc-
tors had to be sensitive to the emotions in healing encounters. To perform 
their role well and secure the best possible treatment results, doctors were 
advised to promote health by creating hope in the patients. As Fernardo 

64 Gaub, De regimine mentis, 178; Corp, Essay, 41.
65 Roth, “Dying of the Past”, 8.
66 Roth, “Dying of the Past”, 10.
67 Fuentenebro de Diego and Valiente Ots, “Nostalgia”.
68 On the development of the concept, see, e.g. Fuentenebro de Diego and Valiente Ots, 

“Nostalgia”.
69 Corp, Essay, 46.
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Salmón has observed, “words and gestures used at the bedside were not 
mere adornments used at random but potential healing devices that 
needed to be carefully monitored, because they had a powerful effect on 
the patient’s physical condition”.70 Doctors were taught to pay attention 
to the rhetorical and performative dimensions of their work, which could 
concretely improve the patients’ health by creating hope and trust in the 
treatment measures and future improvement. It was crucial to understand 
the value of verbal skills in healing: words could have beneficial physical 
and psychological effects that were interdependent.

In medicine, hope was psycho-physical, rational, and exclusively a posi-
tive phenomenon.71 Early modern medical dissertations indicate that the 
idea of the salutary effect of hope was based on the physical effects of 
hopeful words. As Corp observed, hope invigorated the body and main-
tained its strength by energizing the nervous system and blood circula-
tion. While hope was rationalized in medical theory by appealing to its 
beneficial bodily effects, these normative discourses were produced with 
the help of abundant historical anecdotes and stories about sudden recov-
eries. Stories about almost miraculous healings were still common in med-
ical dissertations, especially in texts dealing with the sudden healing effects 
of hopeful words in nostalgia. A spark of hope could return a person from 
the gates of death back to life, just like in religious miracle stories, although 
this process was rationally explained by appealing to the medical effects of 
hopeful words. The patients’ unexpected recovery from the disease of nos-
talgia reflected former medieval religious narratives of miraculous heal-
ings.72 This also highlighted the continuous difficulty of determining the 
precise moment of death. For example, the Danish-French anatomist 
Jacques-Bénigne Winslow’s (1669–1760) treatise on the signs of death, 
An mortis incertae signa minus incerta a chirurgicis quam ab aliis experi-
mentis (1740), noted that the line between death and life was often unclear 
and that patients should not be buried prematurely, as evidenced by the 
many miraculous stories of the dead rising from the grave.73

It is worth noting that although in medical discussions hope was 
entirely a positive phenomenon, in contemporary philosophy it was treated 
more critically. One of the severe critics of nostalgia was Kant, who argued 

70 Salmón, “The Physician as Cure”, 196.
71 For the secularization process of medicine, see Pott, Säkularisierung in den Wissenschaften.
72 See Kuuliala in this volume.
73 See Nissi in this volume.
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that nostalgia was not directed at a place but to youth and a lost time that 
can never return.74 Kant conceptualized nostalgia in temporal terms rather 
than as a spatial displacement, and he remarked that since such expecta-
tions were never fulfilled, hope as anticipation turned into suffering. Even 
if one were to go back to the beginning, it would only bring disappoint-
ment. Illbruck has explained Kant’s negative view of hope as painful antici-
pation: “Kant sees that the ‘anticipation’, the hope, is central to the 
suffering, yet he sees it only as a form of arresting exaltation, the exaltation 
any actual return is sure to destruct, or if not, only lingers on as a decep-
tion not or not yet healed or brought to awareness”.75 This view had its 
roots, for example, in Stoic thought, where hope was a dangerous emo-
tion as it fuelled constant anxiety. In medicine, however, hope was more 
important than all other emotions in that it was considered a non-violent 
and safe form of treatment for all diseases.
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Hope was never an abstract concept in premodern societies, nor only a 
moral virtue (or, in some cases, a vice); rather, it denoted an emotional 
experience that affected all people from all walks of life, often in the most 
desperate situations in their lives. It also referred to a set of practices or 
concrete strategies through which people found ways to negotiate present 
hardships. In all cases, these practices and emotions were embedded in 
social norms and cultural scripts. Each society had its own ways of struc-
turing hope that were determined by gender, status, family structures, 
religious beliefs, values, and the emotional norms in which they were 
enculturated.

In this concluding chapter, our task is to reflect on the diverse practices 
and strategies that individuals and communities have employed to sustain 
hope and prepare for the future across the premodern world. One of the 
main take-aways we hope our volume will leave with its readership is the 
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multifarious quality of hope: it is simultaneously a state of body and mind 
manifesting as an emotion; a cultural formation as a virtue/vice, a script, 
or a pattern of discourse; and a social practice as a performance inspired by 
hope to achieve a promise (for communities) or a sense (for individuals) of 
positive future expectation through legal, religious, social, and economic 
agency. Previous studies on this topic have usually followed a course of 
research informed by philology and the history of ideas, which has tended 
to overplay the aspect of hope as a cultural formation: hope has been dis-
cussed as a theological or philological virtue, the otherworldly and this-
worldly progress towards happiness and prosperity, while its linguistic uses 
have been usefully catalogued. In contrast, the present volume has focused 
on the much less studied first and third aspects—the emotional and the 
social dimensions of hope.

To these foci, our contributors have come from a variety of geographi-
cal, temporal, and linguistic directions. A few of the chapters have taken a 
more conceptual approach, each tracing in their own way a model of how 
to approach hope most productively in diverse socio-cultural settings, 
tracking how the understanding and experiencing of hope changes cultur-
ally and socially over time (Cojocaru & Vuolanto, Eidinow, Vuolanto). 
Some have focused on historiography and myths as a repository for cul-
tural scripts for hope (Eidinow, Lampinen), while others have taken mem-
ory and commemoration as a bridge between the past and the future, 
where hope was consciously reflected upon, and can thus be witnessed 
(Joska, Harper, Cojocaru, Andriollo). Some chapters have explored the 
pedagogical dimension (Crostini), showing how hope was taught and 
learned—thus showing what “hope as a virtue” in the Thomistic sense 
could have meant in practice—while others have focused on areas where 
hope is deeply involved with health, as its precondition, or more often, 
disability and illness being conditions necessitating hope (Kuuliala, 
Kivisto), thus showing the processes behind the medicalization of hope 
well before the twentieth century, which was spellbound by the idea of 
immortality through medicalized practices.1

Family, especially children, is a major factor in different strategies for 
the sense of hope, and this theme runs through several chapters of the 
present volume (Joska, Vuolanto, Harper, Cojocaru, Andriollo): the death 
of children was often one of the most traumatic experiences for 
premodern people, and as such, one of the occasions where hope was most 

1 Baumann, Mortality, Immortality.
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necessary and therefore most visible to historians. Hope, even more than 
other emotions or social practices, is rarely an individual, isolated event: it 
brings about emotional communities and communities of experience 
(Crostini, Vuolanto, Cojocaru, Pihko, Kuuliala) constituted by the people 
who negotiate a language to express hope, encourage it, and construct 
practices to turn it into action.

In most of the contributions, various embodiments of hope have been 
traced in what can be very broadly termed everyday life. Of course, hope 
is just as important as a force of broader communal importance, especially 
in identity formation, and a few of the chapters have indeed focused on 
these aspects. Moreover, there were more politically oriented uses of hope, 
with the use of elaborate rhetorical discourse (Lampinen, Vuolanto, 
Pihko). Yet the emphasis on social history by many of the contributors has 
also resulted in a kaleidoscope of vignettes from the everyday lived experi-
ence of individuals and communities across Europe and throughout the 
centuries, from antiquity to early modernity, tracing the ever-changing 
avatars of the socio-cultural and emotional complex linked to hope: from 
Jews finding hope in their narrative traditions in a turbulent corner of the 
Roman Empire, to a Byzantine father mourning his dead child and finding 
hope by adopting another girl, to individuals striving to keep death at bay 
or seeking cures at saints’ shrines. All of these case studies illuminate hith-
erto often neglected corners of history: what it meant to live with an 
awareness of an uncertain future—its possibilities, hopes, and the different 
paths people followed to pursue their goals.

One constant is that hope has served as an enduring force that helped 
individuals and communities navigate the uncertainties of life, death, cri-
sis, and the unknown future across the centuries and throughout Europe 
from antiquity to early modernity. However, what this volume demon-
strates is that hope is strongly shaped by the philosophical, religious, 
social, and cultural contexts in which it becomes necessary. From the prag-
matic focus on earthly continuity and family legacy in Roman and Greek 
pre-Christian antiquity, through the transcendental aspirations for salva-
tion of early Christianity and the Middle Ages, to the secularizing forces of 
the early modern period, hope functioned as both a personal emotion and 
a communal strategy for survival, continuity, and fulfilment. As crises—
whether personal, communal, or existential—made hope more visible, 
individuals and societies developed strategies to secure their futures, 
through the rituals of commemoration in Roman society, the intercessory 
prayers of Byzantine women, the consolamentum administered by good 
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men, or the shared hopes of persecuted Jewish communities, to give only 
a few examples.

Performative aspects of hope in pre-Christian antiquity were shaped by 
a tension between earthly and transcendental aspirations, reflecting the 
shifting concerns of the human experience.2 Throughout antiquity, hope 
has been shown to be tied to rituals of divination, where individuals sought 
to understand the will of the gods and align their hopes accordingly. Gods 
were also sought for help in the case of illnesses and other crises, like fam-
ines or childlessness. On the other hand, elite parents sought to secure the 
family continuity and legacy through public achievements and social sta-
tus. Commemorative rituals and funerary inscriptions and monuments, in 
turn, were crucial tools for maintaining a sense of earthly continuity 
through progeny among all social groups. Even when children died young, 
they represented the family name and social capital accrued, thereby con-
tributing to the preservation of family memory and continuity, which fos-
tered a sense of hope among the survivors.

With the advent of Christianity and during late antiquity, the fusion of 
Christian and Roman ideals began to reshape conceptions of hope. Where 
once hope was closely linked to family legacies—often tied to property, 
wealth, social status, and the continuity of family lines (which nevertheless 
continued to remain significant for earthly aspirations)—the strategies for 
the sense of hope now shifted towards the promise of salvation and eternal 
life, which was achievable by all Christians. The hope for Christian salva-
tion became a way to navigate earthly trials, too—even in the face of total 
worldly failure, there always remained the promise of the afterlife. In this 
early Christian period, the communal aspects of hope were emphasized 
through rituals, prayers, and the care of the dead, binding Christian com-
munities together in the shared belief of resurrection and redemption.

Throughout the early Christian, Byzantine and medieval periods, prac-
ticing hope continued to be a balancing act between earthly concerns and 
spiritual aspirations, the dynamics of hope being strongly influenced by 
family structures and gender roles. Earthly hopes were often embodied in 
the continuity of the lineage and in the pursuit of symbolic immortality for 
parents and ancestors. In this context, the death of children represented a 
critical disruption to familial hopes, but hope was reconstructed through 
the commemoration of the dead, family alliances, and socio-economic 

2 For the argument in this and the following paragraphs, see also the chapter by 
Vuolanto, Figure 3.1 for the strategies for the sense of hope.
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actions like adoption or religious ones like entering monastic life. The 
function of gendered expectations is evident, for example, in the 
way that Byzantine elite women were often depicted as spiritual interces-
sors and custodians of family memory, with their hopes for the family 
primarily focused on transcendental matters such as reunion in the after-
life, while men’s hopes tended to be more tied to earthly reputation, and 
social standing.

As the temporal scope of the volume extends into the early modern 
period, there emerges a trend towards the secularization of hope, particu-
larly through the lens of medicine. By the late Middle Ages, people increas-
ingly sought earthly remedies for crises like illness and death alongside 
religious interventions. While the hope for salvation remained central, 
individuals also turned to medical remedies and practitioners alongside 
miracle workers. Although the use of medical remedies was not new, hav-
ing been applied and sought throughout the Middle Ages, the increasing 
relevance and professionalization of medicine and the consequent increas-
ingly greater hopes placed in the latter was a new development. As a 
hypothesis for further research, we suggest that this development led to 
the ever-increasing emphasis on this-worldly, immediate methods to reach 
symbolic immortality and achieve the sense of hope in our modern Western 
world.3 Thus, the rich spectrum of such means at use in the premodern 
world, as shown in our present volume, has been greatly narrowed down. 
Ideas such as the continuity of the family name, heritage, progeny, com-
munal values, or, at the other extreme, transcendental strategies, or, 
indeed, “hope” as a concept for wider (or indeed, widest) relevance, have 
largely faded from public discourse.

In contrast to this reality, the chapters in our volume offer a rich explo-
ration of how hope, across time and space, has acted as both an emotional 
resource and a practical tool for navigating the uncertainties of life and 
death. In each historical period, hope was reimagined, adapted, and 
renewed, offering both comfort and resilience in the face of an uncer-
tain future.

Thus, hope cannot be seen only as an emotional catalyst for individuals 
and communities to actively seek a meaningful future, but it formed a 

3 Especially medicalization and transhumanism have become major trends in discussing the 
theme; see, e.g. Baumann, Mortality, Immortality, and Vogt, Hofmann and Getz, “The new 
holism” on the importance of medicalization in these discourses; for transhumanism and 
hopes for the future, see e.g. Rosenthal, Prosthetic Immortalities; Sandberg, “Transhumanism”.
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contested space where different actors—religious authorities, political insti-
tutions, and individuals—negotiated competing visions of hope and futu-
rity. Indeed, some contributions highlight the tensions between elite 
discourses and more personal or pragmatic expectations, between theologi-
cal ideals and everyday concerns, and between institutional prescriptions 
and individual strategies for the future. In the Roman world, as Vuolanto 
has demonstrated, the transitions from pre-Christian to Christian hope illu-
minate how strategies for hope were deeply influenced by shifting religious 
paradigms, informed by theological and philosophical discourses. This 
becomes especially visible in Late Antiquity when the life strategies employed 
by common people often conflicted with ecclesiastical ideologies. Similarly, 
Nissi’s exploration of medieval hopes to avoid death uncovers the tension 
between popular and ecclesiastical views, revealing a more complex medi-
eval attitude towards mortality than the Church’s idealized “good death”.

Apparent even from the longue durée story that the contributions to 
this volume tell is the complex interplay of several thematic threads emerg-
ing consistently throughout history. While many of the chapters focus on 
the power of memory and remembrance to generate fuel for hope—as a 
store of personal memories or communal heritage allowing the continua-
tion of the departed in an imagined afterlife or as cultural scripts per-
formed by individuals in the social arena—other chapters insist on the 
fundamentally future-oriented nature of hope. Some contributions high-
light the individual experience of hope (which does not exclude its com-
munal aspect), in other words, hope as a mental and bodily state, which 
can be cultivated or sometimes tamed, but in any case, shaped by socio-
cultural values and practices. Other chapters investigate the fundamentally 
socially performed and culturally embedded nature of hope: hope as spur-
ring on religious, legal, social, and economic action; hope as a set of scripts 
or bodily practices; or hope as a philosophical and/or religious virtue. 
One of the overarching themes of our volume is that these are never con-
tradictory; they are always different sides of the same die, complementary 
dimensions of one and the same reality—at once material and spiritual, 
individual and still communal.

As the editors and contributors of this volume, we entertain certain 
hopes about the collective project you are now reading. One of them is, 
perhaps most obviously, to contribute to several interlocking conversa-
tions in the humanities and social sciences about how to best understand 
and reconstruct the emotions and lived experience of historical individuals 
and communities, as well as what premodern texts reveal about the way 
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people employed history, myth, philosophy, religion, and medicine to plan 
and seek hopefulness in their futures. Moreover, we have sought to show 
how gender, health and dis/ability, social status and their intersecting pat-
terns throughout history shape what we can hope for, what we can do 
about these hopes, and how we go about doing it. The chapters come 
together in making a set of meta-arguments about how to better recon-
struct the social history of premodern Europe. We venture to claim that 
one cannot proceed but from the bottom up, from the flashes of life and 
experience we find in our sources to grander theories about what they 
mean. Moreover, empathy for the people whose lives we reconstruct, 
while not always recognized as a scholar’s tool, is in fact a prerequisite for 
such an endeavour as ours.

Beyond these academic endeavours, we also direct our hope towards 
the contemporary world, and the eventual readers who are drawn to the 
volume by its title or collection of topics. We hope that it will offer valu-
able insights for dealing with our own hopes and crises. We live in a world 
that often feels beyond our control, especially under the shadow of wars, 
pandemics, the increasing pace of climate change and economic inequal-
ity, and the inevitable advancement of AI. Depression, anxiety, despair and 
helplessness, fear for our health, financial worries, or the feeling that there 
is no end to all of this abound in social and traditional media and in our 
daily conversations. If all these make us feel little, if any, hope for the 
futures we envision, that should not be seen as insignificant. Even the 
faintest hope carries weight, shaping how we navigate uncertainty, resist 
despair, and envision possibilities beyond the present.

Our choice of the book cover reflects this very complexity. Hope, 
painted by the English artist George F. Watts in 1886, embodies the deli-
cate, often tenuous nature of hope itself. Watts described his figure of 
Hope as “sitting on a globe, with bandaged eyes playing on a lyre which 
has all the strings broken but one out of which poor little tinkle she is try-
ing to get all the music possible, listening with all her might to the little 
sound”.4 This striking image captures both the fragility and persistence of 
hope, a theme that resonates throughout this volume. The painting’s ori-
gins add another layer to its meaning. Watts began Hope in the wake of 
personal grief, mourning the death of his adopted daughter’s infant child. 
In a letter to Madeline Wyndham from 1885, he confided his own struggle 
with despair, writing: “There seems to be neither peace nor prosperity or 

4 Bills and Bryant, Victorian visionary, 220.
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happiness, what is best worth having is I think only to be found in our-
selves … for myself, I am not always sorry that the end of my time is not 
so very far off”.5 His struggle was deeply personal, yet it echoes the broader 
tensions surrounding hope that the present volume has explored. Just as 
Watts’ Hope strains to produce music from a broken instrument, the his-
torical actors in our volume sought to sustain hope in the face of loss, 
uncertainty, and shifting cultural landscapes. Their struggles remind us 
that hope is rarely straightforward or unchallenged—it is negotiated, 
adapted, and, at times, painfully sustained.

Moreover, these very processes show that hope is by nature communal 
and interpersonal, formed and sustained—and likewise lost—in social 
interaction.6 Hope is contagious, as Kuuliala writes in her article. Indeed, 
taking on different forms across centuries, signs and practices reflecting 
hope appear everywhere in our sources, revealing how people confronted 
various crises and how they responded to them to seek meaningfulness in 
their life and hope for the future. In this respect, these glimpses at what 
historical people hoped for and how they sustained their hopes in spite of 
various trials and tribulations provide us with a gallery of stories that attest 
to the enduring presence of hope—one that resonates across centuries and 
continues to shape human experience. In their stories, and communal 
responses to these, we may find encouragement to deal with our own cri-
ses, as well as practical strategies to build towards a meaningful life and a 
future that might now seem out of reach but for the power of hope. 
Adapted to our own socio-cultural circumstances, these past examples 
might even give us an advantage over the usual strategies for hope we 
might employ. The past is a strange country, but sometimes good news 
may come from that far-away land.
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