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Summaries

Death and the Martyr Cult in Emperor Julians
Religious Thought

Kyoko Nakanishi

This paper examines the explication on the death, the rituals of the dead, and
the martyr cults in the religious thought of Roman Emperor Julian “The Apostate”
(331/2-363, reign 361-363). Julian’s Edict on Funerals (Julianus Ep. 136a=Codex
Theodosianus 9. 17. 5; Codex Justinianus 9. 19. 5; in Latin, issued on 12, Feb. 363)
and its supplement (Julianus, Ep. 136b, in Greek) shows his idea on the death
and the ritual defilement caused by the rituals of the dead. Also he made severe
criticism on the martyr cults as the worship for the defiled corps in Contra Galilaeos
(Against Galilaeans), written in 362/3 winter as an invective for Christianity and its

followers.

In this edict and its supplement, Julian shows large interest on the effect
of defilement caused by the rituals of dead. Ep. 136a (Codex Theodosianus 9. 17.
5=Codex Justinianus 9. 19. 5) banned violation of tombs, exposition of ritual
lament (exsequia, nenia) in the public space of cities, and funeral procession inside
cities during daytime. In general, Greco-Roman cities had tombs and graveyards
outside of city wall. They were recognised as legally sanctioned inviolable spaces
where the eternal rest of the dead were secured. Romans believed that tombs and
graveyards were protected under the presence of ancestral ghost (47 Manes). In the
late antiquity, violated tombs and ruined temples became as the sources of spolia
(used materials) that were recognized as suitable materials for decoration of public

and private buildings. Julian banned vandalism on tombs and graveyards as ‘the
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violation of eternal rest of the dead’, and alerted that vandalism could become the
target of ‘the vengeance of the ancestral ghosts’. Then he banned ritual lament in
public space and daytime funeral procession as the cause of ritual defilement of the

death that could contaminate the space for the living people.

Ep. 136b is the exegesis on Ep. 136a, that is based on Neoplatonist ritual
theory and moral theology after Iamblichus (c. 245-c. 325), De Mysteriis. Here
Julian stated the death as the eternal rest that people could finally reach after
their virtuous life in this visible world. He suggested people to live a virtuous life
imitating and communicating with the gods of the daytime and of the livings (i.e.
Olympian Gods) and of the night and the dead (i. e. the Gods of the Underworld)
and The One the bringer of the culture and the protecting gods of this visible
world. He recognised the rituals of dead as the concern of the living people, not
of the dead. His explanation is as below: when the souls of the dead depart from
their body to the The One, their interest to the visible world should be lost; on the
other hand, shrines, temples and statues were the dwelling of the invisible gods
descending from The One; thus daytime funeral procession and ritual lament could
expose public spaces and the dwellings of the daytime Gods to ritual defilement of
the death; hence, the ritual defilement of the death must be avoided for Olympian
Gods who dislikes it that could contaminate their blissful realm.

In Contra Galilacos, Julian admitted that Christians also could commemorate
their ritual of the dead. On the other hand he stated the martyr cults as ‘corpse-
worship’ invented outside of Biblical imagination: he appreciated Isaiah and
Jesus because they had originally rejected the ritual defilement of corps. However
Julian denied the holiness of the life of Jesus, the martyrs and their worshippers as
rebellious to the Empire and its ‘worldly’ laws, which he stated as the benevolent
gifts this visible world brought by The One and the descending gods. Moreover, he

criticised the violence of Christians towards their adversary co-religionists and the
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religious groups outside of them. Julian recognised ‘the corpse-worship’ and the
violence as the double visible defilement of Christians, that had adequate reasons to
be rejected. Julian could not have any empathy to the reason why his contemporary
Christians adored their heroic precursors that inspired them with sense of visible

and sensible holiness.

Julian would not regulate his ‘adequate’ ways of ritual of the dead in detail.
Every religious sects and ethnic groups could observe their conventional way of
ritual of the dead, if it would not cause the defilement of the death in the realm of
the livings. His consciousness on the ritual defilement is under the influence of the
conventional Helleno-Roman notion of death, at the same time his view on the life
and the death was derived from Iamblichan moral theology: humans should live in
this visible world among fellow citizens (cosmopolites) communicating with gods by
everyday prayer and contemplation, aspiring the ascent of soul as salvation and the
peaceful death as the eternal rest that no one could violate. Most concern of Julian’s
moral theology was how people could live the blessed life without defilement in
this material world. Thus the ritual of the dead could be also recognised as one of
the important means to communication with the Gods of Underworld who protect
the realm of the dead, where everyone goes after the end of their life. Julian had less
interest to the sense of sensible holiness that could be inspired by the real presence
of existing or ever existed holy people, and seems to have rigoristic sense to reject
the feeling of compassion to the exposition of ritual lament to share people in the

sorrow of deprivation of significant other(s) in public.
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