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formula in front of the uninitiated. The words of the Creed were typically 
‘handed over’ to the catechumen by the bishop at the end of the fourth week 
of Lent, two weeks before Easter: the bishop distinctively recited the Creed 
phrase by phrase, in order that the catechumen not only heard but carefully 
listened to the sacred words. The bishop’s slow and clear voice would have 
reverberated effectively within the stone, brick and marble interiors of early 
Churches such as Santa Sabina (Figure 1), amplifying and intensifying both  
the sound of the sacred words and the auditory experience of the individual. 
The ‘handing over’ of the Creed thus drew the catechumen into an interpersonal 
and even intimate dimension of the sacrament: through their echoes the words 
of the Creed came to physically surround the catechumen and as such the indi-
vidual became literally caught up in the sacramental event. The auditory expe-
rience of receiving the Creed was thus both impressive and emotive; with the 
words themselves being endowed with power the experience was designed to 
make the listener physically tremble in excitement and awe. 

Once the words had been disclosed to the catechumen the bishop delivered 
a series of sermons, designed to expound the meaning of the Creed and thus 
clarify the importance of that which the individual had just heard.4 Finally the 

4  Cyril devotes 13 out of his 18 Catechetical Lectures to a clause-by-clause exposition of the 
Creed.

Figure 1.  The interior of the Basilica Santa Sabina, Rome (author’s own).

100280_StudiaPatristica_92_36_Williams.indd   384 29/11/17   14:39



	 The Significance of the Senses� 385

catechumen would have listened attentively as the bishop recommended vari-
ous techniques designed to assist the individual in memorising the Creed, the 
most common of which being the exercise of repeatedly listening to and then 
reciting back the sacred words. The bishop thus advised the catechumen to both 
regularly hear as well as speak the Creed in order to commit it to memory. In 
this way the words of the Creed were intended to echo within the catechumen’s 
soul just as they had done within the walls of the Church in which they were 
first received. The intervening week between the ‘handing over’ and the ‘hand-
ing back’ of the Creed was designated as the set time for the catechumen to 
learn and memorise the words. With the help of his/her sponsors the catechu-
men was expected to spend the week persistently and scrupulously committing 
the Creed to memory until they felt the words become permanently engraved 
upon their mind and inscribed upon their heart. The terms ‘inscribe’ and 
‘engrave’ were used by Cyril of Jerusalem in his pre-baptismal instruction to 
the catechumens, in order to emphasise the importance of this requirement and 
the extent to which it was necessary to carry it out:5 ‘[I] want you to memorise 
it word for word, and to recite it very carefully among yourselves. Do not 
write it down on paper, but inscribe it in your memories and in your hearts […] 
listen to the Creed and memorise it […] “hold fast to the traditions” (2Thess. 2:15) 
which will now be entrusted to you; and engrave them on “the tablet of your 
heart” (Prov. 7:3)’.6 

The desired effect of such action was to allow the words of the Creed to 
effectively impress themselves upon the mind of the catechumen, forming 
the foundation of the Christian faith within the heart of the individual. The 
‘handing back’ ceremony thus acted as the catechumen’s opportunity to pub-
lically demonstrate to the rest of the faithful community that he/she had 
inscribed the Creed upon his/her memory and thus engraved it upon his/her 
heart. Subsequently, it was by means of the public recitation of the Creed, 
‘as by a password’, that the catechumen was ‘recognised’ as a member of 
the Church fellowship.7 The sound of the words of the Creed thus marked 
the beginning of the individual’s transformation from that of a catechumen 
into a Christian. Through the auditory sensation of the Creed a space of 
divine presence, of encounter and exchange was established and opened to 
the individual as they began their transition from outside to within the faithful 
community. 

5  Augustine alternatively referred to the Creed as being written ‘in’ the catechumens’ hearts, 
Sermon 212.2.

6  Cyril, Catecheses, 5.12, Edward S.J. Yarnold, The Awe-Inspiring Rites of Initiation: The 
Origins of the R.C.I.A., 2nd ed. (Minnesota, 1994), 113-4. 

7  Augustine, Sermon 214.12, The Fathers of the Church, vol. 38 (Washington, D.C., 1947), 
142. 
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Sight – the font

The rite of initiation was in many ways a visually charged event. The inte-
riors of the early Churches were not only lavishly decorated with mosaics and 
frescoes depicting Jesus, renowned Christian figures and biblical stories, but 
also carefully constructed, so as to, utilise the effects of both natural and candle 
light. Striking ocular experiences were employed as visual cues to explore the 
significant, theological motives of baptism, the most prominent visual cue 
being the shape and appearance of the baptismal font. The font had been 
reserved from the eyes of the catechumen up until this point, in order that it 
may be revealed at the precise moment at which it would achieve its maximum 
impact. The shapes of baptismal fonts characteristically resembled either that 
of a tomb, coffin or grave and thus were symbolically and theologically con-
nected with death and the afterlife. Or alternatively they were cruciform-shaped, 
evoking the paschal symbolism of initiation and enabling the catechumen to 
identify with the crucifixion, death and resurrection of Christ. The structural 
designs of fourth and fifth century baptismal fonts concretely reflected the 
teaching that baptism was a transition from death to life, which entailed the 
catechumen being reborn and thus brought to new life through and in Christ. 
The catechumen’s first visual experience of the font was therefore both shocking 
and alarming, as on seeing the font for the first time it dawned upon the indi-
vidual that the open tomb before them was their own. The individual realised 
that they must soon willingly go to their grave, as in order share ‘in the like-
ness’8 of Christ’s resurrection the catechumen must first participate ‘in the 
likeness’9 of his death and burial. 

As the rite progressed the catechumen would have watched as the bishop 
consecrated the waters in the font: the catechumen would have seen the bishop 
first perform an exorcism to drive the devil out of the water, followed by the 
invocation of the Trinity (the prayer over the water). Ambrose explains the 
significance of these actions to his catechumens in his First Sermon on the 
Sacraments: ‘[W]hat is the meaning of this? You saw the water, but not all 
waters have a curative power: only that water has it which has the grace of 
Christ. There is a difference between the matter and the consecration, between 
the action and its effect. The action belongs to the water, its effect to the Holy 
Spirit. The water does not heal unless the Spirit descends and consecrates the 
water’.10 That which the catechumen physically saw take place during their 
baptism was not all that occurred, as the catechumen was not simply baptised 
with water but baptised by the Holy Spirit. The action of the water in cleansing 

8  Cyril, Mystagogical Catecheses, 2.7, Edward S.J. Yarnold, Cyril of Jerusalem (London, 
2000), 175.

9  Ibid.
10  Ambrose, On the Sacraments, 1.5.15, E.S.J. Yarnold, Rites (1994), 105.
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the body, which was physically seen by the catechumen, had a counter-part, an 
effect that was not visible to the human eye, that is, ‘salvation by the power of 
the Holy Spirit’.11 Ambrose develops this point further with the following 
explanation: ‘[Y]ou saw all you could see with your eyes of the body, all that 
is open to human sight. You saw what is seen, but not what is done. What is 
unseen is much greater than what is seen: “because the things that are seen are 
transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal” (2Cor. 4:18)’.12

In his third Catecheses Cyril of Jerusalem refers to baptism as a process of 
purification that is two-fold; incorporating and giving significance to both the 
actions of baptism (that which is seen) and their effects (that which is unseen). 
Cyril explains that a two-fold process is necessary ‘since human beings have a 
double nature and are composed of soul and body’; logically ‘the purification 
is two-fold also’.13 The spiritual transformation from death to life, which the 
catechumen underwent during baptism was mirrored and heightened by their 
physical transition from darkness to light: the rite began in the darkness of 
night and ended with the first light of day. The structural design of early 
Churches typically included a dominant central axis, called the nave, which led 
the eyes of the catechumen from the entrance to the apse. Clerestory windows 
were located high up on either side of the central axis, so as to provide direct 
lighting into the nave (Figure 2, 3). The Church would have been lit by can-
dlelight as the catechumen entered, with their vision limited the usually subor-
dinate senses of touch, smell, taste and sound were sharpened and intensified. 
However, as the catechumen arose from the baptismal font for the final time 
the first light of day would have begun to stream into the room. As the light 
danced on the glass tiles of the many mosaics the walls within which they stood 
would have shimmered and appeared as if to float. In this way the catechumen 
was guided visually through their spiritual transformation: the opulent effect, 
which lighting had within the interiors of early churches made the completion 
of the catechumen’s transformation unmistakably clear.

Touch – the triple immersion

The ‘baptism proper’14 was an experience intended to be highly somatic for 
the catechumen, involving a triple immersion into the baptismal waters. At each 
moment the catechumen’s body was physically touched, an experience which 
was intended to resonate throughout every aspect of their being, touching their 

11  Cyril, Catecheses, 3.4, E.S.J. Yarnold, Cyril (2000), 90.
12  Ambrose, On the Sacraments, 1.3.15, E.S.J. Yarnold, Rites (1994), 104.
13  Cyril, Catecheses, 3.4, E.S.J. Yarnold, Cyril (2000), 90.
14  Everett Ferguson, Baptism in the Early Church: History, Theology and Liturgy in the First 

Five Centuries (Grand Rapids, 2009), 478.
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Figure 2.  The interior of the Basilica San Bartolomeo, Rome (author’s own).
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soul, heart and mind in an intangible, yet palpable way. Prior to the commence-
ment of this process the catechumen was instructed to strip naked, so as to 
ensure no material barrier would separate the catechumen’s body from the 
baptismal waters. Hence the catechumen was required to present their body as 
vulnerable and physically exposed, a point made explicitly clear by Zeno of 
Verona: ‘[Y]ou will indeed go down naked into the font’.15 Baptismal nudity 

15  Zeno of Verona, Invitatio fontis, 1.23, Gordon P. Jeanes, The Day Has Come!: Easter and 
Baptism in Zeno of Verona (Collegeville, 1995), 178.

Figure 3.  The interior of the Basilica Sant’Andrea della Valle, Rome 
(author’s own).
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was intended to bring to the foreground certain theological motifs, whilst dra-
matically heightening the somatic experience of the catechumen.16 This point 
is evidenced in the words of Theodore of Mopsuestia; 
Then you come forward to be baptised. First you strip completely. Originally Adam 
was ‘naked and not ashamed’ (Gen. 2:25) but once he had disobeyed the commandment 
and become mortal he needed a covering; you, on the other hand, are to present your-
self for baptism in order to be born again and become immortal in anticipation, and so 
you must first take off your clothes.17 

Theodore clearly identified the catechumen’s removal of clothing as repre-
senting the eradication of their old identity in anticipation of ‘receiving the 
cover of immortality’.18 Similarly, Augustine exhorted his catechumens to strip 
off their old clothes which signified their old nature, so as to prepare them-
selves to be clothed with new, white garments symbolic of their new life in 
Christ.19 For Cyril however, baptismal nudity had further theological value as 
it provided a means to identifying with Christ on the cross setting the tone for 
the ‘baptism proper’;20 ‘[O]nce you had taken it (your tunic) off, you were 
naked, in this way imitating Christ naked on the cross, who in his nakedness 
“disarmed the principalities and powers” and boldly “triumphed over them” 
on the tree of the cross’.21 Through the ‘baptism proper’22 the catechumen 
further identified with the death, burial and resurrection of Christ.23 The major-
ity of the Fathers describe the process as involving the bishop laying his hand 
upon the catechumen’s head and plunging the individual into the baptismal 
waters three consecutive times.24 Each of the three submersions was preceded 
by a question. Ambrose explains the process aptly;
You were asked: ‘Do you believe in God the Father almighty?’ You replied: ‘I believe’, 
and you were immersed: that is buried. You were asked for the second time: ‘Do you 
believe in our Lord Jesus Christ and in his cross?’ You replied: ‘I believe’, and you 

16  Baptismal nudity is evidenced extensively in the baptismal homilies of late antiquity. 
Cyril, Mystagogical Catecheses, 2.2, 20.2; Zeno of Verona, Invitatio fontis, 1.23; Theodore of 
Mopsuestia, Baptismal Homilies, 3.8; John Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 2.24. This argu-
ment is supported by Laurie Guy, ‘“Naked” Baptism in the Early Church: The Rhetoric and 
the Reality’, The Journal of Religious History 27 (2003), 133-42, 134; Robin M. Jensen, Living 
Water: Images, Symbols, and Settings of Early Christian Baptism (Leiden, 2011), 158.

17  Theodore, Baptismal Homilies, 3.8, E.S.J. Yarnold, Rites (1994), 184-5.
18  Ibid. 3.26, 185.
19  Augustine, Sermon 216.2. 
20  E. Ferguson, Baptism (2009), 478.
21  Cyril, Mystagogical Catecheses, 2.2, E.S.J. Yarnold, Cyril (2000), 173.
22  E. Ferguson, Baptism (2009), 478.
23  Cyril, Catecheses, 3.12. 
24  Cyril of Jerusalem is the exception, Mystagogic Catechesis, 2.4 specifies that the catechu-

men submerged themselves into the baptismal waters. Additionally, there appears to not have been 
a triple confession, one preceding each of the submersions, but rather a single confession of the 
Trinity before the triple submersion
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were immersed: which means that you were buried with Christ. For one who is buried 
with Christ rises again with Christ. You were asked a third time: ‘Do you believe also 
in the Holy Spirit?’ You replied: ‘I believe’, and you were immersed a third time, so 
that the threefold confession might absolve the manifold lapses of the past.25

The catechumen would have been fully submerged and thus would have felt 
the baptismal waters completely encompass his/her body. Each time the cate-
chumen was thrust into the water by the bishop, they would have felt the cool 
water cover their body followed by the cold air of dusk as they arose. The 
triple immersion thus created a tactile, somatic experience that was rooted at 
the heart of the rite of initiation and which notably pointed beyond itself to a 
greater, yet imperceptible experience. Whilst the waters touched, encapsulated 
and thus baptised the body of the catechumen, the Holy Spirit touched and thus 
baptised the catechumen’s soul. What the catechumen felt was therefore not 
simply the waters, but the presence of the divine touching their soul – this point 
is explicated by Cyril; ‘[F]or just as one immersed in the waters in Baptism is 
completely encompassed by the water, so they too were completely baptised 
by the Spirit. The water encompasses the body externally, but the Holy Spirit 
baptises the soul perfectly within’.26 Touch to the early Christian mind was 
therefore associated with power, healing and perfecting, which was rooted in 
the healing ministry of Jesus who restored life through touch. The Bishop’s 
hands became associated with the healing touch of Jesus. As Augustine explains 
the ‘laying on of the hands’27 developed as the rite especially associated with 
the gift of the Holy Spirit: ‘The Holy Spirit is given by the imposition of hands 
in the Catholic church only’.28 Consequently, as Zach Thomas argues ‘touch 
became a symbol for the interaction between levels’29, the laying on of hands 
represented a prayer specifically for the imparting of the seven gifts of the 
Spirit.30 As the individual arose from the baptismal waters for the final time 
their cold, wet bodies were rewarded with the texture of delicate cloth as they 
were covered with white garments. 

Smell – holy oil

During the fourth and fifth centuries scented oils gained sacramental usage 
within Christian worship and practice. The use of holy oil flourished within the 
rites of initiation, resulting in the ceremony becoming a highly odoriferous 

25  Ambrose, On the Sacraments, 2.7.20, E.S.J. Yarnold, Rites (1994), 118.
26  Cyril, Catecheses, 17.14, The Fathers of the Church, vol. 64 (Washington, D.C., 2000), 105.
27  Augustine, On Baptism, 5.23.33, Rev. J.R. King in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 1, 4, 

ed. Philip. Schaff (Peabody, MA, 1994 [reprint]), 461.
28  Augustine, On Baptism, 3.16.21, ibid. 442. 
29  Zach Thomas, Healing Touch: The Church’s Forgotten Language (Louiseville, 1994), 30.
30  Augustine, Sermon 249.3. 
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affair throughout which the individual was assaulted by powerful and perva-
sive, yet fleeting scents. Cyril of Jerusalem spoke exceptionally vividly to his 
catechumens of the smells they should expect to encounter during the course 
of their baptism: ‘[A]lready dear candidates for enlightenment, the scent of 
blessedness has come upon you; already you are gathering spiritual flowers 
to weave into heavenly crowns; already the perfume of the Holy Spirit has 
breathed over you’.31

It is important to note that the catechumens of the fourth and fifth century 
would have unconsciously brought to their experience of baptism a whole 
reserve of understanding and knowledge of scents, along with a wealth of pre-
vious olfactory experience. As Constance Classen et al. argues ‘smell is a cul-
tural and hence a social and historical phenomenon’.32 Therefore, it is reason-
able to conclude that the ancient Christians would have shared in the common 
olfactory sensibilities and practices of the time. Susan Ashbrook Harvey argues 
that ‘Christianity emerged in a world where smells mattered’,33 where good 
smells were associated with all that was positive in life and beyond, whilst bad 
smells were associated with all that was negative. As a consequence, it can be 
argued that early Christianity utilised the common, cultural orientation towards 
smells for its own ritualistic purposes. Christianity certainly demonstrated a 
heightened interest in the fragrant substance of holy oil and the olfactory expe-
riences, which resulted from their employment within the rites.

The role of scent in the rite of initiation is most clearly recognised in the 
ritual distinction drawn between the oils used for the pre- and the post-baptis-
mal anointing. Whilst plain olive oil was typically used for the pre-baptismal 
anointing of the catechumens, perfumed Myron or chrism (holy oil) was gener-
ally preserved for the post-baptismal anointing of the newly baptised individu-
als.34 The catechumen’s sense of smell would have been particularly incited 
during the post-baptismal anointing. This stark olfactory shift from unscented 
to scented oil was intended to guide the individual through the rite of initiation, 
granting perceptible form to the invisible transformation they underwent. Scents 
lack clear boundaries and possess the ability to transgress boundaries; they are 
disembodied, undefined and elusive. It was due this precise nature of scents 
that they were able to act as effective instruments of transformation during the 
rite of initiation. Therefore, as Holly Dugan argues olfaction ‘blurred distinc-
tions between bodily boundaries and environments’ and as such ‘though exter-
nal to the body’ scents were able to pervade the individual’s physical exterior.35 

31  Cyril, Procatechesis, 25, E.S.J. Yarnold, Cyril (2000), 79.
32  Constance Classen et al., Aroma: The Cultural History of Smell (London, 1994), 3.
33  S. Ashbrook Harvey, Scenting (2006), 1.
34  Whilst this was the case for the majority of the fathers Chrysostom notably chose to use 

perfumed Myron during the second pre-immersion anointing.
35  Holly Dugan, The Ephemeral History of Perfume: Scent and Sense in Early Modern Eng-

land (Baltimore, 2011), 11.
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The individual’s perfumed condition following their anointing signified a state 
of grace, a state of being within the human-divine encounter and as such a 
bridging of worlds between which qualities could be transferred. Cyril of Jeru-
salem devoted an entire lecture to explicating the power and function of the 
holy oil used specifically in the baptismal rite. Cyril rooted his understanding 
in the baptism of Christ explaining that when Christ came up out of the river 
Jordan he was anointed, though it was not ‘a human anointing with bodily 
olive-oil or muron’,36 but rather by God with the ‘the Holy Spirit […] the oil of 
gladness’.37 Consequently, when candidates undergo baptism and are anointed 
with holy oil, they become ‘partakers and fellows of Christ’,38 precisely because 
they have been ‘imbued with divine presence’.39 This point is evidenced in 
Cyril’s Mystagogical Catecheses;
For just as after the invocation of the Holy Spirit the Eucharistic bread is no longer 
ordinary bread, but the body of Christ, so too with the invocation this holy muron is no 
longer ordinary or, so to say common ointment, but Christ’s grace which imparts to us 
his own divinity through the presence of the Holy Spirit. To symbolize this truth you 
are anointed on your forehead and on you other senses. Your body is anointed with the 
visible muron, while your soul is sanctified by the life-giving Spirit.40

The lingering fragrance of the holy oil was intended to exist as a reminder to 
the individual of the transformation they had undergone and the human-divine 
encounter within which they now existed. 

Taste – the Eucharist

The culmination of the individual’s multi-sensory experience of initiation 
was marked by their participation in the highly gustatory event of the congrega-
tion’s weekly Eucharistic celebrations. Up until this moment the sacrament 
had remained faithfully concealed from the individual, hence on approaching 
the altar for the first time the newly baptised would have been overcome by 
feelings of joy, anticipation and awe. As Everett Ferguson explains, the indi-
vidual’s first experience of the Eucharist was understood to represent their 
‘acceptance into the fellowship of the Church’ and thus indicate the Church’s 
recognition of such individuals as ‘new Christians’.41 The individual’s first 
Eucharist therefore marked the completion of their transformation in identity, 

36  Cyril, Mystagogical Catecheses, 3.2, E.S.J. Yarnold, Cyril (2000), 176.
37  Ibid. 177.
38  Cyril, Mysatogical Catecheses, 3.3, E.S.J. Yarnold, Cyril (2000), S. Ashbrook Harvey, 

Scenting (2006), 265.
39  Ibid. 72.
40  Cyril, Mystagogical Catecheses, 3.3, E.S.J. Yarnold, Cyril (2000), 177.
41  E. Ferguson, Baptism (2009), 890; 674.	
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with the sense of taste acting as an indicator of spiritual maturity. At the altar 
the individual was presented with broken bread and wine mixed with water, 
which they were instructed to eat and drink. The bishop would have urged the 
new Christian to experience the taste of the Eucharist proleptically as that 
which they consumed was not merely bread and wine, but in fact the body and 
blood of Christ. In his Mystagogical Catecheses Cyril of Jerusalem invited his 
catechumens to ‘taste and see […] the goodness of the Lord’.42 This invitation 
was however accompanied by a warning against entrusting judgement to the 
bodily palate. Rather the catechumen should entrust their ‘unwavering faith’, 
for in tasting, they did not taste bread and wine, ‘but the antitypical Body and 
Blood of Christ’.43 At this point it became clear to the individual that prior to 
their baptism they were unable to partake in the Eucharistic celebrations pre-
cisely because faith was required to comprehend the sacrament. Augustine who 
quotes Isaiah 7 in Sermon 272 evidences this point; ‘Unless you believe, you 
will not understand’ (Is. 7:9)44 As it is through baptism that an individual’s 
faith is formed it logically follows that the mystery of the Eucharist should 
remain concealed from the individual until the conclusion of their initiation. 
Thus it was only once the catechumen’s baptism had been completed, that is, 
once their faith had been fully formed, impressed upon their mind, heart and 
soul and sealed by the grace of the Holy Spirit, that the bread and wine became 
the flesh of Christ to the mouth of the individual.

It was therefore through the sense of taste that Christ’s presence was estab-
lished during the Eucharist, in an immediate and intimate manner. Ella Johnson 
argues that the sense of taste acts as the medium through which human beings 
are able to ‘make the most direct physical contact with the body of God’, as: 
‘[T]o taste the body of God in Eucharistic communion is to gain wisdom of 
God’.45 The sense of taste therefore established ‘a communion with the 
divine’46, as on ingesting the sacramental food the individual’s physical body 
was penetrated by divine presence. It was understood that on tasting the sacra-
mental food the individual became fully incorporated into the body of Christ. 
Therefore, it was specifically through the sense of taste that the mystery of the 
person of Jesus Christ was fully disclosed to the individual. The Apostolic 
tradition also distinctively describes the initial Eucharistic meal of the newly 
baptised as including a mixture of milk and honey, indicative of the Promised 
Land. Hence through baptism individuals were understood to have become ‘the 

42  Cyril, Mystagogical Catecheses, 5.20, E.S.J. Yarnold, Cyril (2000), 186.
43  Ibid.
44  Augustine, Sermon 272.1, The Fathers of the Church, vol. 95 (Washington, D.C., 1997), 494.
45  Ella Johnson, ‘To taste (Sapere) Wisdom (Sapientia): Eucharistic Devotion in the Writings 

of Gertrude of Helfta’, Viator 44 (2013), 175-99, 176.
46  Bissera V. Pentcheva, The Sensual Icon, Ritual and the Senses in Byzantium (Pennsylvania, 

2010), 51.
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heirs of the promise’47 with the sweet taste of the milk and honey during the 
Eucharist giving them ‘a foretaste of its fulfilment’.48 The human body there-
fore became the location for and the manifestation of the human-divine encoun-
ter. As Heidi Oberholtzer Lee argues, the physical body served ‘as the locus of 
change and the external proof of an internal metamorphosis of the soul’.49 
During the ‘baptism proper’50 the individual was understood to have died with 
Christ and been reborn through him into new life; it was through the Eucharist 
that the eternal and ceaseless nature of the individual’s new life in Christ was 
confirmed. This point is evidenced by Theodore of Mopsuestia who refers to 
the sacramental bread and wine as the ‘food of immortality’51 stating: ‘Since 
we have received sacramental birth through the death of Christ our Lord, it is 
fitting that we should also receive from his death the food of immortality’.52

Conclusion

During the rite of initiation the catechumen became physically caught up in 
a dramatic re-enactment of the story of faith, which had a formational and 
transformational effect upon their identity. As Edward Yarnold explains, ‘the 
procedure seems to be calculated explicitly to stir up emotions of spiritual 
exaltation and awe, which will help to make of baptism a life-long profound 
conversion’.53 Through the catechumen’s sensory experiences and their visceral, 
embodied response the catechumen was able to encounter God and gain knowledge 
of Him. Thus bodily sensation was understood to be intrinsically revelatory, 
pointing beyond the spectacle of baptism itself.

47  John D.M. Derrett, Studies in the New Testament: The Sea-Change of the Old Testament 
in the New (Leiden, 1989), 182.

48  Aime G. Martimort, The Sacraments (Collegeville, 1988), 61.
49  Heidi Oberholtzer Lee, ‘“The Hungry Soul”: Sacramental Appetite and the Transformation 

of Taste in Early American Travel Writing’, Early American Studies: An Interdisciplinary Jour-
nal 3 (2005), 65-93, 93.

50  E. Ferguson, Baptism (2009), 478.
51  Theodore, Baptismal Homilies, 4.6, E.S.J. Yarnold, Rites (1994), 204.
52  Ibid.
53  E.S.J. Yarnold, Rites (1994), 60.
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Adventus, Occursus, and the Christianization of Rome

Jacob A. Latham, University of Tennessee, Knoxville, USA

Abstract 

In the aftermath of his well-publicized vision (and eventual conversion), Constantine 
again made history, though on a lesser scale, when he supposedly refused to ascend the 
Capitol to offer sacrifices as the culmination of what seems to have been an adventus 
(an arrival ceremony) at Rome. After Constantine, the adventus at Rome was ostensibly 
Christianized as offending religious elements were steadily removed and replaced by 
Christian equivalents – sacrifices were supplanted by prayer and the temple of Jupiter 
on the Capitol was replaced by St. Peter’s. If, however, one looks to the occursus, the 
assembly of Romans that greeted the arriving dignitary, a less radical story may be told. 
The composition of the welcoming party is especially revealing as ancient descrip-
tions of adventus ceremonies construed the occursus as a civic self-presentation, as a 
kind of urban image whose transformations may also map other changes, even if only 
conceptually. That is to say, if the occursus represented the city, even if only in the 
imagination of the author, audience(s), and even readers, an examination of its gradual 
Christianization reveals something about the Christianization of Rome. From Constan-
tine to Honorius, the occursus seems to have remained remarkably traditional: the 
senate and the Roman people (SPQR) sometimes accompanied by colorfully described 
others greeted arriving rulers. Descriptions of the occursus first changed only in 500 
when bishop Symmachus joined SPQR to greet the Ostrogoth king Theodoric, after a 
disputed episcopal election resolved in favor of Symmachus by Theodoric. In the near 
century between Honorius and Theodoric, Rome had changed: in particular, the bishop 
managed to achieve a measure parity with the extravagantly wealthy traditional aris-
tocracy, and so his presence in the occursus would have been ‘natural’ or, at least, 
unsurprising. After Theodoric’s arrival, the increasingly scarce evidence reveals an 
increasingly Christianized occursus, culminating in the arrival of Constans II in 663, 
who was greeted by the pope and his clergy in place of the now defunct Senate. While 
Constantine may have abandoned the Capitol, much of the remaining ceremony 
remained deeply classical into the long Late Antiquity, revealing a conservative and 
extended process of Christianization, at least in the literary imagination if not also in 
ceremonial practice.

Though victorious generals, civic leaders, republican dynasts, and early 
emperors had long been ceremoniously greeted upon their return to Rome, 
the adventus ceremony at Rome seems to have become more prominent or, at 
least, more frequently described in late antiquity when emperors were no longer 
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normally resident in the city.1 In a ‘typical’ imperial arrival ceremony, a group 
of civic dignitaries and a large swath of citizens welcomed the arriving ruler 
outside the city walls, conducted him to the Forum where he addressed the 
assembled crowds, led him up to the Capitol where he would give thanks to 
Jupiter Optimus Maximus, Rome’s sovereign god, and then escorted him to the 
Palatine, the seat of the imperial palace. Such a ritualized arrival was thought 
to encapsulate Roman political ideology in a stylized display of relations 
between ruler and ruled, the consensus of the ruled, the importance of the pax 
deorum, and Rome as fons et origo of Roman imperium.2

Constantine may have broken with tradition in 312, 315, or 326 when he seem-
ingly refused to ascend the Capitol to honor Jupiter. This ceremonial rupture 
fundamentally altered the arrival ceremony, or so it is thought. After Constan-
tine, the adventus at Rome was ostensibly Christianized as offending religious 
elements, like sacrifices on the Capitol, were steadily removed and replaced by 
Christian equivalents, like a visit to St. Peter’s in place of the temple of Capi-
toline Jupiter. However, looking away from the bright lights of imperial polit-
ical theater, a consideration of the occursus, the assembly of Romans that 
greeted the arriving ruler which descriptions of adventus ceremonies typically 
construe as a symbolic representation or image of the city, suggests a less radical 
and much more drawn out process.

From Constantine to Honorius, the occursus was nearly always conjured as 
the Senate and Roman People (SPQR) with or without assorted others. Only in 
500 did the occursus begin to change with the addition of the bishop, who had 
during the course of the fifth century achieved financial and ceremonial parity 
with the super-rich traditional aristocracy of Rome, while the itinerary may also 
have changed with the addition of an extramural stop at St. Peter’s. By the 

1  See Hendrik Dey, The Afterlife of the Roman City: Architecture and Ceremony in Late 
Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (Cambridge, 2014), esp. 57-64, on the importance of the 
adventus procession and its urban stage in late antiquity.

2  On the adventus generally, see Sabine MacCormack, Art and Ceremony in Late Antiquity, 
The Transformation of the Classical Heritage 1 (Berkeley, 1981), 17-89; Michael McCormick, 
Eternal Victory: Triumphal Rulership in Late Antiquity, Byzantium and the Early Medieval West, 
Past and Present Publications (Cambridge, 1986); Pierre Dufraigne, Adventus Augusti, Adventus 
Christi: Recherche sur l’exploitation idéologique et littéraire d’un cérémonial dans l’antiquité 
tardive, Collection des Études Augustiniennes, Série Antiquité 141 (Paris, 1994); and Joachim 
Lehnen, Adventus Principis: Untersuchungen zu Sinngehalt und Zeremoniell der Kaiserankunft 
in den Städten des Imperium Romanum, Prismata 7 (Frankfurt am Main, 1996). For the adventus 
at Rome in particular, see Stéphane Benoist, Rome, le prince et la Cité: Pouvoir impérial et 
cérémonies publiques (Ier siècle av. – début du IVe siècle apr. J.-C.), Le Nœud Gordien (Paris, 2005), 
25-101; Mark Humphries, ‘From Emperor to Pope? Ceremonial, Space, and Authority at Rome 
from Constantine to Gregory the Great’, in Kate Cooper and Julia Hillner (eds), Religion, Dynasty, 
and Patronage in Early Christian Rome, 300-900 (Cambridge, 2007), 21-58; and Sebastian 
Schmidt-Hofner, ‘Trajan und die symbolische Kommunikation bei kaiserlichen Rombesuchen in 
der Spätantike’, in Ralf Berwald and Christian Witschel (eds), Rom in der Spätantike: Historische 
Erinnerung im städtischen Raum, HABES 51 (Stuttgart, 2012), 33-59.
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mid-seventh century, after the final demise of the Senate of Rome as an institu-
tion by the end of the sixth century, the bishop and his clergy comprised the 
entire occursus, which certainly led the emperor Constans II to St. Peter’s. 
The bishop of Rome seems to have had to wait even longer, until 799, for his 
own fully ritualized arrival ceremony – though bishops were greeted by ad hoc 
crowds as early as the mid-fourth century. By contrast, bishops and even relics 
by the late-fourth century and emperors by the mid-fifth century were welcomed 
by Christianized adventus ceremonies elsewhere, notably Constantinople.3 
While Constantine may have abandoned the Capitol, much of the remaining 
ceremony at Rome remained deeply classical into the long Late Antiquity, 
revealing a conservative and extended process of Christianization, at least in 
the literary imagination if not also in ceremonial practice.

I.  Constantine, the Capitol, and the occursus

After his ‘epochal’ vision before the equally epic battle of the Milvian 
bridge, Constantine might have made history again, though on a much smaller 
scale, when he seemingly refused to ascend the Capitol during what might have 
been an adventus. According to Zosimus (ca. 500), a ‘pagan’ historian with a 
keen dislike of Constantine:
When an ancestral festival arrived during which it was necessary for the army to go up 
to the Capitol and perform the customary rites, for fear of the soldiers Constantine took 
part in the festival; but when the Egyptian [perhaps code for Ossius of Cordoba, Con-
stantine’s advisor on Christianity] sent him an apparition which reviled without restraint 
this ascent to the Capitol, he stood aloof from the sacred rites and aroused the hatred 
of the senate and the people.4

In addition to a phantom from the Egyptian, Constantine may also have 
been moved by Christian episcopal sentiments like canon 59 ascribed to the 
Synod of Elvira (ca. 309 CE), which forbade any Christian to ascend the Capitol 
to view the image or to sacrifice like a ‘pagan’ (meaning, of course, that some 
self-identified Christians did just that).5 Whatever Constantine’s motivations, 

3  See n. 40 below for bishops and relics; and Const. Por., De cer. 416-7, ed. J. Rieske, CSHB 
(Bonn, 1829) for what may be the earliest Christianized imperial adventus during the accession 
ceremony of emperor Leo I (457) at Constantinople based on, it seems, a ceremony from the first 
half of the fourth century; on which see Franz Alto Bauer, ‘Urban Space and Ritual: Constan-
tinople in Late Antiquity’, AAAH 15 (2001), 27-59, esp. 40-6.

4  Zos. 2.29.5, ed. François Paschoud (Paris, 2003); on which see the debate between Augusto 
Fraschetti, La conversione: Da Roma pagana a Roma cristiana (Rome, 1999), 9-75; and François 
Paschoud, Eunape, Olympiodore, Zosime: Scripta Minora: Recueil d’articles, avec addenda, 
corrigenda, mise à jour et indices, Munera 24 (Bari, 2006), 67, 273-83, and 339-51.

5  Concilium Eliberritanum canon 59, ed. Gonzalo Martínez Díez and Félix Rodríguez, Monu-
menta Hispaniae Sacra. Serie canónica 4 (Madrid, 1984), on which see Hamilton Hess, The Early 
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Zosimus insists that in 326 CE (though the event may have taken place in 312 
or 315 or 326) Constantine refused to mount the Capitol with his soldiers for 
an ‘ancestral festival’ of some sort. The presence of soldiers suggests an arrival 
and/or triumphal ceremony as soldiers were not commonly involved in ceremo-
nies on the Capitol, though it is all uncertain.

Along with a public address in the Forum, the possession of the imperial 
palace on the Palatine, and the provision of games, shows, and races, climbing 
up the Capitol had been a key component of the adventus ceremony since at 
least 57 BCE when ‘the Roman people honored [Cicero] with an escort from 
the gate to the Capitol and then to [his] house’, upon his return from exile.6 
The  arrival of Commodus in Rome in 180 CE neatly encapsulates the full 
gamut of a ‘typical’ adventus according to the not always reliable Herodian: 
as [Commodus] drew nearer to Rome, the whole senate and population of the city were 
so anxious to be the first to see their new, noble emperor that they could not restrain 
themselves from coming quite a distance from the city to meet him, carrying garlands 
of bay leaves and all the seasonal flowers they could bring … On his entry into Rome, 
after going up to the temple of Jupiter and to the other temples, he made his grateful 
acknowledgments to the senate and the soldiers who had been left stationed in Rome 
for the loyalty they had shown. Then he went to the palace.7 

In brief, SPQR greeted Commodus, escorted him to the temple of Capitoline 
Jupiter, and listened to an oration by Commodus probably in the Forum, before 
the emperor took possession of the palace.

Not long before Constantine’s epochal vision, the emperor Maximian also 
ascended the Capitol during his arrival ceremony in 299 according to an anon-
ymous panegyricist of 307 who conjured the scene: 
The Roman people greeted you [the emperor] with such joy, and in such numbers, that 
when they conceived a passion to convey you to the lap of Capitoline Jupiter, if only 
with their eyes, they scarcely allowed you through the gates, such was the press.8 

Development of Canon Law and the Council of Serdica (Oxford, 2002), 40-2 who notes that 
canons 22-81 may be later additions.

6  Cic., Dom. 76, ed. N.H. Watts, LCL 158 (Cambridge, MA, 1923) and see also Cic., Att. 4.1.5. 
On the republican adventus see Christian Ronning, ‘Stadteinzüge in der Zeit der römischen 
Republik: Die Zeremonie des Adventus und ihre politische Bedeutung’, in Christian Ronning 
(ed.), Einblicke in die Antike: Orte – Praktiken – Strukturen (Munich, 2006), 57-86, who contends 
ascending the Capitol was a standard element; Jan Meister, ‘Adventus und Profectio: aristokra
tisches Prestige, Bindungswesen und Raumkonzepte im republikanischen und frühkaiserzeitlichen 
Rom’, Museum Helveticum 70 (2013), 33-56; and Trevor Luke, Ushering in a New Republic: 
Theologies of Arrival at Rome in the First Century BCE (Ann Arbor, 2014).

7  Herodian 1.7.3 and 6, ed. and trans. C.R. Whittaker, LCL 454 (Cambridge, MA, 1969).
8  Pan. Lat. 7(6).8.7, ed. and trans. C.E.V. Nixon and Barbara Saylor Rodgers, The Transforma-

tion of the Classical Heritage 21 (Berkeley, 1994); on which see C.E.V. Nixon, ‘The Pangegyric 
of 307 and Maximian’s Visits to Rome’, Phoenix 35 (1981), 70-6. 
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Only the Roman people figured in this occursus description, the senate was 
oddly omitted, but the traditional visit to the Capitol featured prominently. And 
so Constantine’s supposed abandonment of the Capitol breached long-standing 
Roman tradition, which both angered SPQR and forever changed the ritual by 
which rulers were welcomed to the Eternal City.9

If, however, one looks outside the Servian or Aurelian wall to the occursus, 
the assembly of Romans that greeted the arriving dignitary, a less radical story 
may be told. As a seemingly carefully curated group, the occursus was typically 
construed as a representation of the city. The categories used to enumerate its 
composition thereby reveal something essential about the conceptualization of 
the city. As Sabine MacCormack argued, ‘[in Menander’s third-century rhe-
torical manual], as also in panegyrics and elsewhere, the people are enumerated 
in groups according to age on the one hand, and to official status on the other, 
and these were also the groupings according to which they would appear in a 
welcoming procession. The ruler thus encountered an orderly and organized 
body of citizens, headed by their dignitaries, with whom business could be 
transacted. At the same time, the enumeration serves to indicate that everyone 
was present, that this body of people was in position to express that consensus 
omnium which was fundamental to most classical and late antique theories 
about legitimate government’.10

For example, after his victory at Actium in 31 BCE, the senate of Rome 
voted ‘that when [Octavian] should enter the city the Vestal Virgins and the 
senate and the people with their wives and children should go out to meet him’. 
Even though Octavian, soon-to-be Augustus, declined the honor, an occursus 
comprised of the Vestals and SPQR with their families was intended to repre-
sent the city in its entirety, which also demonstrated Rome’s acceptance of 
Octavian’s authority.11 SPQR is, of course, a very traditional symbol for Rome 
and one that Zosimus could still employ about five centuries later to capture 
Roman displeasure and Constantine’s failure to achieve the consensus omnium.

The almost talismanic invocation of SPQR suggests that MacCormack’s 
equation of performed occcursus with described or represented occursus should 
be examined: authors have their own agendas, limitations, and literary tradi-
tions and so one may be rightly skeptical about the historical accuracy of any 
description of a ritual or ceremony.12 Fortunately, in this case, whether or not 

9  N. 4 above. According to SHA Hel. 15.7, Elagabalus did not ascend the Capitol for his 
consular inauguration, which is often construed as a veiled critique of Constantine’s refusal, e.g. 
F. Paschoud, Eunape, Olympiodore, Zosime (2006), 347-8 and John Curran, Pagan City and Chris-
tian Capital: Rome in the Fourth Century (Oxford, 2000), 74-5 n. 22.

10  S. MacCormack, Art and Ceremony (1981), 21.
11  Dio Cass. 51.19.2, ed. and trans. Ernest Cary, LCL 83 (Cambridge, MA, 1917) and Dio Cass. 

51.20.4: honor declined.
12  Philippe Buc, The Dangers of Ritual (Princeton, 2001) and Mary Beard, The Roman Triumph 

(Cambridge, MA, 2007).
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the performed occcursus matched the textual one does not (greatly) impact the 
occursus as an image of the city. That is, in this analysis whether or not a 
‘numerous throng of the people’ and an impressive ‘entourage of senators’ 
actually accompanied the victorious Constantine into Rome after the battle of 
the Milvian Bridge in 312, as an anonymous orator in 313, who seems to have 
had uneven information about the entry, would have it, matters less than the fact 
that the ceremony was interpreted that way during a live oratorical performance 
and then remembered that way by later readers.13 If the occursus represented 
the city, even if only in the imagination of the author and so also the cultural 
memory of his audience(s), an examination of its gradual Christianization 
reveals something about the Christianization of Rome over the very long, longue 
durée – a story stretching from Constantine’s adventus in 312 to the arrival of 
emperor Constans II in 663 and even beyond.

In the fourth and fifth centuries, the occursus of literary memory, at least, 
remained remarkably traditional as SPQR sometimes accompanied by other 
groups continued to greet arriving rulers. Writing within a few years of the 
battle of the Milvian bridge, Lactantius succinctly declared ‘with great joy 
emperor Constantine was received by the senate and Roman people’.14 Accord-
ing to Eusebius of Casearea’s Ecclesiastical History, first composed around the 
same time (ca. 315), ‘[Constantine] entered Rome with hymns of triumph and 
all the senators and other persons of great note, together with women and quite 
young children and all the Roman people’.15 Similarly, in 321 the orator Nazarius 
evoked the ‘greatest rejoicing of the senate and people of Rome’ during that 
same entry.16 Later still, Eusebius returned again to this same scene in his Life 
of Constantine (after 337): 
Immediately all the members of the senate and the other persons there of fame and 
distinction, as if released from a cage, and all the people of Rome, gave him a bright-
eyed welcome with spontaneous acclamations and unbounded joy. Men with their wives 
and children and countless slaves with unrestrained cheers pronounced him their 
redeemer, savior, and benefactor.17

Whether or not SPQR and variously described others actually greeted Con-
stantine after he had defeated Maxentius, within a year that image had been 
inscribed in the memory and subsequently the myth of the battle of the Mil-
vian Bridge.18 Although Constantine’s famous vision and his victory may have 

13  Pan. Lat. 12(9).19.1, ed. and trans. C.E.V. Nixon and B. Saylor (1994); on which see 
S. MacCormack, Art and Ceremony (1981), 34.

14  Lact., DMP 44.10, ed. J.L. Creed, Oxford Early Christian Texts (Oxford, 1984).
15  Euseb., HE 9.9.9, ed. and trans. J.E.L. Oulton, LCL 265 (Cambridge, MA, 1932).
16  Pan. Lat. 4(10).30.4, ed. and trans. Nixon and Rodgers (1994).
17  Euseb., Vit. Const. 1.39.2, ed. Friedhelm Winkelmann, Eusebius Werke 1.1: Über das Leben 

des Kaisers Konstantin2, GCS (1991) and trans. Averil Cameron and Stuart Hall (Oxford, 1999). 
18  See Raymond Van Dam, Remembering Constantine at the Milvian Bridge (Cambridge, 2011).
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inaugurated a new era in certain ways, the social imagination that buttressed 
his adventus in 312 and/or its subsequent memorialization remained firmly 
rooted in a traditional republican understanding of Rome. If SPQR welcomed the 
emperor Constantine, at least in the rhetorical and literary imagination, then 
SPQR was still a or even the symbol of Rome.

II.  The occursus after Constantine

In a much, much less celebrated adventus, the empress Eusebia, wife of 
Constantius II, arrived at Rome in 354 where, according to a panegyric by the 
future emperor Julian, ‘the people and senate welcomed her with rejoicings’.19 
A scant three years later, Constantius II himself staged a remarkable adventus 
at Rome – or at least, the remarkable rhetoric of Ammianus Marcellinus makes 
it seem so – when he was also greeted (by a much more colorfully described) 
SPQR: 
And when [Constantius] was nearing the city, as he beheld with calm countenance the 
dutiful attendance of the senate and the august likenesses of the patrician stock … And 
when he turned from them to the populace, he was amazed to see in what crowds men 
of every type had flocked from all quarters to Rome.20

Though Ammianus pictured an elaborate occursus with senators carrying, it 
seems, masks or busts of their ancestors and a cosmopolitan populace drawn 
from all the peoples of the empire to match the elaborate imperial entry, SPQR 
still stood at the heart of the ceremony.

Unfortunately, the orator Pacatus did not describe in any detail ‘the impres-
sion [Theodosius] made on the first day [he] entered the city’, in 389.21 The 
court poet Claudian, by contrast, left a series of captivating portrayals of adven-
tus of Honorius. In 396, the emperor made his way to Rome to assume his third 

19  Julian, Or. 3.129c, ed. and trans. Wilmer Wright, LCL 13 (Cambridge, MA, 1913).
20  Amm. Marc. 16.10.5-6, ed. and trans. John C. Rolfe, LCL 300 (Cambridge, MA, 1950). 

From a large literature, see e.g. Ramsay MacMullen, ‘Some Pictures in Ammianus Marcellinus’, 
ABull 46 (1964), 435-55; Yves-Marie Duval, ‘Remarques sur la venue à Rome de l’empereur 
Constance II en 357 d’après Ammien Marcellin (XVI 10,1-20)’, Caesarodunum 5 (1970), 299-305; 
Robert Owen Edbrooke, ‘The Visit of Constantius II to Rome in 357 and Its Effect on the Pagan 
Roman Senatorial Aristocracy’, AJPh 97 (1976), 40-61; Richard Klein, ‘Der Rombesuch des 
Kaisers Konstantius II im Jahre 357’, Athenaeum 57 (1979), 98-115; Marianne Sághy, ‘The 
Adventus of Constantius II to Rome 357 A.D.’, in Balázs Nagy and Marcell Sebők (eds), The man 
of many devices, who wandered full many ways...: Festschrift in honor of János M. Bak (Budapest, 
1999), 148-59; J. Curran, Pagan City and Christian Capital (2000), 71-5; Gavin Kelley, ‘The 
New Rome and the Old: Ammianus Marcellinus’ Silences on Constantinople’, CQ 53 (2003), 
588-607, esp. 598-603; Joan Bjørnebye, ‘Ammianus and Constantius’ Adventus – Rome from Site 
to Sight’, AAAH 26 (2013), 31-46; and works cited above in n. 2.

21  Pan. Lat. 2(12).47.3, ed. and trans. C.E.V. Nixon and B. Saylor (1994).
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consulship, where he was greeted by an eager crowd and lines of soldiers, but 
not, it seems, the senate: 
How many youths, how many matrons set modesty aside in eagerness to see you? 
Austere greybeards struggle with boys for places from which to see you in the tender 
embraces of your sire, born through the midst of Rome on a triumphal chariot decked 
but with the shade of a simple laurel branch … On every side stretches the host of 
plumed warriors, each hymning your praises in his own tongue.22 

Claudian even imagined thousands thronging the via Flaminia in 400 to wait 
for Stilicho.23 In 404 for his sixth consulship, Honorius once again headed to 
Rome, where his arrival took on epic proportions. Or rather, Claudian might 
have ‘foreseen’ exuberant crowds as the speech may well have been composed 
in advance in order to deliver it on the very day of the arrival after Honorius 
had taken possession of the imperial palace. Even if written beforehand, Claudian 
still offered an interpretation of the just completed procession, framing it in a 
specific way for the emperor and the audience:
All the space … was filled by a crowd that wore a single face: you could see the ground 
flooded with waves of men and the high buildings ablaze with matrons. Young men 
rejoice in an emperor as young as themselves; old men dismiss the distant past and 
count their destiny happy that they have lived to see such a day … The women mar-
veled ceaselessly at the unmatched bloom upon his cheeks, at his hair crowned with the 
diadem, at limbs that reflected the green light from his jewel-studded consular robe, at 
his strong shoulders and at his neck which soaring through oriental emeralds, could 
match in beauty that of Lyaeus; and the innocent maiden, the blush of simple modesty 
burning on her cheek, lets her eye rove over every detail.24

Normally, as Claudian implied, the senate would have accompanied the emperor 
as he entered the city, though in this case, ‘[Honorius] would not permit 
Rome’s conscript father to march before his chariot’, which may have been a 
gesture of goodwill toward the senate, releasing it from a possibly onerous duty, 
though exclusion from such a prominent ceremony might rather have been a 
snub.25 Either way, the presence of the senate was expected and so its absence 
required explanation. Though the occursus, and so Rome itself, was not pre-
sented as SPQR, these eroticized adventus portrayals did still enumerate the 
entirety of Rome, in which no specifically Christian element appears.

After Honorius the adventus ceremony continued, but after Claudian the 
prominence of the ceremony waned, especially in panegyric. According to Sabine 

22  Claud., Cons. Hon. III 126-30, ed. and trans. (adapted) Maurice Platnauer, LCL 135 (Cam-
bridge, MA, 1922).

23  Claud., Stil. 2.397.
24  Claud., Cons. Hon. VI 543-65, ed. and trans. Michael Dewar (Oxford, 1996); on which see 

Gregor Kalas, The Restoration of the Roman Forum in Late Antiquity: Transforming Public Space 
(Austin, TX, 2015), 90-6.

25  Claud., Cons. Hon. VI 551, ed. and trans. Dewar (1996) with commentary on pp. 365-6.
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MacCormack, ‘what occurred was a change in perception of the nature of impe-
rial dominion, and in this perception adventus no longer played the crucial role 
that it had played … [There was] a breakdown of tradition’.26 That is, the 
ceremony was no longer a useful canvas on which to paint the portrait of proper 
imperial rule – and so references to and descriptions of the adventus and its 
occursus largely disappear, though not completely.27 Moreover, in the fifth 
century, western emperors were more often resident in Rome, perhaps obviat-
ing the opportunities for and the significance of the adventus ceremony.28

III.  Christianizing the occursus

Nearly a century after Claudian’s dramatic conjuration of Honorius’ epic 
arrival, during which time the western empire witnessed its last resident 
emperor, the adventus at Rome and more importantly its occursus surfaces 
again – albeit with a Christian twist. In 500, Theodoric, the Ostrogoth king, 
went to Rome in part to express his support for the embattled bishop of Rome 
Symmachus who was caught in a disputed election with Laurence. The occursus, 
unsurprisingly, was described as SPQR with, however, the notable addition of 
bishop Symmachus, the earliest instance of the Christianization of the ceremony, 
at least to judge from the increasingly scanty evidence.29 According to the 
Anonymous Valesianus:
King Theodoric went to Rome and met Saint Peter with as much reverence as if he 
himself were a Catholic. Pope Symmachus and the entire senate and people of Rome 
amid general rejoicing met him outside the city. Then coming to Rome and entering it, 
he appeared in the senate, and addressed the people at the Palm.30

In this adventus, the bishop of Rome headed an otherwise traditional occursus. 
At the same time, the passage hints that St. Peter’s basilica in the Vatican might 
have served as an extremely belated substitute for the temple of Capitoline 
Jupiter, nearly two centuries after its initial ‘abandonment’.31 That is, only in 
500 did the adventus ‘invent’ or perform a Christianizing Rome, a bricolage of 

26  S. MacCormack, Art and Ceremony (1981), 63.
27  See e.g. Prosper, Chron. c. 1263, ed. Theodor Mommsen, MGH: AA, Chron. Min. (Berlin, 

1892), 1.468: Honorius enters Rome in triumph in 416 with the deposed usurper Attalus leading 
his chariot.

28  Andrew Gillett, ‘Rome, Ravenna and the Last Western Emperors’, PBSR 69 (2001), 131-67.
29  Massimiliano Vitiello, Momenti di Roma ostrogota: aduentus, feste, politica, Historia Ein-

zelschriften 188 (Stuttgart, 2005) on the adventus; and Kristina Sessa, The Formation of Papal 
Authority in Late Antique Italy: Roman Bishops and the Domestic Sphere (Cambridge, 2012), 
212-45 on the Laurentian schism.

30  Anon. Val. 12.65-6, ed. and trans. John C. Rolfe, LCL 331 (Cambridge, MA, 1939).
31  Paolo Liverani, ‘Dal trionfo pagano all’adventus cristiano: Percorsi della Roma imperiale’, 

AAC 18 (2007), 385-400.
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the classical and the Christian so characteristic of Rome during the fourth and 
fifth centuries.32 However, the anonymous biographer of bishop Fulgentius 
described the same pandemonium at Rome in 500, for which Fulgentius was 
present, in deeply classical terms: ‘It was a time of great celebration in the city; 
the presence of king Theodoric brought great rejoicing to the Roman senate and 
people’.33 Whatever sources the biographer may or may not have had, Rome 
was still well captured by SPQR.

The purpose of the royal visit, to bolster Symmachus’ position, certainly 
explains, in part, the presence of the bishop in this particular ocurrsus. Specific 
political circumstances aside, the appearance of the bishop in an occursus 
would have been increasingly likely by the late fifth century when the episcopal 
administration achieved a certain level of parity (in terms of wealth and public 
prominence in particular) with Rome’s super-rich traditional elites.34 Thus by 
500, the bishop was a preeminent urban political figure who would have war-
ranted a place in the symbolic image of Rome embodied by the occursus.

The bishop, however, was apparently not guaranteed a place in the welcoming 
party. It seems that the very classicizing Ostrogoth kings, or their aristocratic 
bureaucrats, preferred classicizing arrival ceremonies. According to Cassio-
dorus, in 536, king Theodahad was set to come to Rome, in preparation for 
which Maximus, the vicarius, needed to construct carefully a bridge of boats 
over the Tiber. If successful, Maximus would be specially recognized in the 
occursus in the presence of outstanding senators. As Cassiodorus imagined it, 
the occursus would comprise Rome’s leading men, but seemingly not bishop 
Agapetus (who would likely have already been on an embassy to Constantinople 
on behalf of Theodahad), though perhaps a deacon stood in for the bishop in 
the actual ceremony.35

32  Jacob A. Latham, ‘The Making of a Papal Rome: Gregory I and the letania septiformis’, in 
Andrew Cain and Noel Lenski (eds), The Power of Religion in Late Antiquity (Burlington, VT, 
2009), 293-304, esp. 293-4.

33  Vita Fulgentii 9, ed. G.-G. Lapeyre (Paris, 1929) and trans. Robert Eno, FOTC 95 (Wash-
ington, D.C., 1997).

34  On the late fifth century as a turning point, see e.g. Thomas F.X. Noble, ‘Theodoric and the 
Papacy’, In Teodorico il Grande e i Goti d’Italia: Atti del XIII congresso internazionale di studi 
sull’alto medioevo (Spoleto, 1993), 395-423 and id., ‘The Roman Elite’, AAAH 17 (2003), 13-25; 
Federico Marazzi, ‘Rome in Transition’, in Julia H.M. Smith (ed.), Early Medieval Rome and the 
Christian West, The Medieval Mediterranean 28 (Leiden, 2000), 21-41; Jacob A. Latham, ‘From 
Literal to Spiritual Soldiers of Christ: Disputed Episcopal Elections and the Advent of Christian 
Processions in Late Antique Rome’, Church History 81 (2012), 298-327, esp. 301-7 and 318-21; 
and K. Sessa, Formation of Papal Authority (2012), 60-1. See Chris Wickham, Framing the Early 
Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean, 400-800 (Oxford, 2005), 155-68, on aristocratic 
wealth.

35  Cassiod., Var. 12.19, on which see M. Vitiello, Momenti di Roma ostrogota (2005), 95-130 
and id., Theodahad: A Platonic King at the Collapse of Ostrogothic Italy (Toronto, 2014), 132-9, 
who suggests that a deacon stood in for the absent bishop.
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After another huge temporal leap, over a century and a half this time, to the 
late-seventh century after Justinian’s re-conquest and the Lombard wars deci-
mated late classical Rome and its aristocracy, the increasingly scarce evidence 
for the adventus at Rome reveals an increasingly Christianized occursus. 
According to the Liber Pontificalis, a serial biography of the bishops of Rome 
and a powerful instrument of institutional memory, in 663 
the Apostolicus [pope Vitalian] went to meet [emperor Constans II] with his clergy at 
the sixth mile-marker from Rome and welcomed him. On the same day the emperor 
traveled to St Peter’s for prayer and there he presented a gift.36 

Paul the Deacon, in the late eighth-century, imagined the scene in slightly more 
classicizing terms: 
At the sixth mile-stone from the city, pope Vitalian came to meet him with his priests 
and the Roman people. When the Augustus had reached the threshold of St. Peter, he 
offered a pallium woven with gold.37 

By the late-sixth century after 50 years of intermittent but continuous warfare, 
the senate of Rome no longer existed as an institution, even though individual 
senators seem to have lived in Rome into the early seventh century.38 The papal 
curia survived as the sole civic body. At this point, Rome had changed and so 
too would the occursus: the bishop and his clergy now took the place of the 
senate and aristocrats in both governing the city and symbolizing it in civic 
ceremony.

IV.  Conclusion

The evidentiary base is indeed flimsy, but what there is suggests that it took 
an incredibly long time for the adventus at Rome, a venerable symbolic prac-
tice, to change. As a ritual image of the city, the adventus and in particular its 

36  Liber Pontificalis vita LXXVIII Vitalianus (= LP 78.2), ed. Louis Duchesne (Paris, 1886) 
and trans. Raymond Davis, TTH 62 (Liverpool, 2000); on which see Peter Llewellyn, ‘Constans 
II and the Roman Church: A Possible Instance of Imperial Pressure’, Byzantion 46 (1976), 120-6; 
and Panagiotis Antonopoulos, ‘Emperor Constans II’s Intervention in Italy and its Ideological 
Significance’, in Johannes Koder and Ioannis Stouraitis (eds), Byzantine War Ideology Between 
Roman Imperial Concept And Christian Religion: Akten des Internationalen Symposiums (Vienna, 
19–21 Mai 2011), Veröffentlichungen zur Byzanzforschung 30 (Vienna, 2012), 27-31.

37  Paul. Diac., Hist. Long. 5.11-12, ed. L. Bethmann and G. Waitz, MGH SS rer. Lang. 1 
(Hanover, 1878).

38  Ernest Stein, ‘La disparition du sénat de Rome à la fin du VIe siècle’, BAB 25 (1939), 308-22; 
André Chastagnol, ‘La fin du sénat de Rome’, in Claude Lepelley (ed.), La fin de la cité antique 
et le début de la cité médiévale (Bari, 1996), 345-54; Peter Brown, The Rise of Western Christen-
dom: Triumph and Diversity, A.D. 200-1000, Second Edition, The Making of Europe (Oxford, 
2003), 194-5; and L. Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages (2005), 203-9.
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occursus indexed the city, suggesting how it was conceived or imagined, offer-
ing a glimpse of its social and political contours. While Constantine may have 
abandoned the Capitol in the early fourth century, much of the remaining 
adventus ceremony remained deeply classical well into the (really) long Late 
Antiquity. It took almost 200 years for the bishop of Rome to earn a place in 
the late antique Roman social imagination as embodied in the occursus. From 
Constantine in 313 to Theodoric in 500, the occursus retained its classical 
shape. Theodoric had come to Rome to demonstrate his support for the embattled 
bishop Symmachus and so the bishop’s presence was only to be expected. 
Moreover, the episcopacy of Rome had also attained a certain equality with 
classical aristocratic institutions and traditions, making the bishop a likely can-
didate for inclusion anyway.

It took almost another 200 years before the bishop came to dominate that 
social imagination in Constans II’s arrival in 663 – even though the pope and 
his administration had already come to dominate Rome. Surprisingly, the 
bishop of Rome seems to have had to wait until 799 to be greeted with similarly 
spectacular pageantry, though as early as the third or the fourth century, bishops 
of Rome were rather unceremoniously hailed in an ad hoc and ill-defined man-
ner by the Roman people.39 The adventus was Christianized earlier elsewhere. 
From Constantinople to Antioch, the relics of bishop Meletius of Antioch were 
welcomed at each city by chanted psalms in 381; at Rouen, Victricius imagined 
the arrival of relics from Ambrose as a full blown Christian adventus in 396; 
at Carthage, catholic and Donatist bishops staged competing adventus ceremo-
nies in 411.40 At Rome, the situation was rather different due largely, it seems, 
to the continued and lavish patronage of Roman civic and spectacle traditions 

39  LP 98.18-9 (Leo III), ed. Louis Duchesne (Paris, 1892). See P. Dufraigne, Adventus Augusti 
(1994), 268-72; Susan Twyman, Papal Ceremonial at Rome in the Twelfth Century, Henry Brad-
shaw Society, Subsidia 4 (London, 2002), 41-6; and Pablo Fuentes Hinojo, ‘Adventus Praesulis: 
Consenso Social y Rituales de Poder en el Mundo Urbano de la Antigüedad Tardía’, SHHA 29 
(2011), 293-339, 305-6, on possible (but unpersuasive) early examples of episcopal adventus at 
Rome.

40  Soz., HE 7.10, ed. A.-J. Festugière, B. Grillet and G. Sabbah, SC 516 (Paris, 2008);  
on which see Wendy Mayer, ‘Welcoming the Stranger in the Mediterranean East: Syria and 
Constantinople’, JAEMA 5 (2009), 89-106, 99-100; and also H. Dey, Afterlife of the Roman 
City (2015), 83-4 on other relic adventus at Constantinople; Vitricius, De laude sanctorum, ed. 
R. Demeulenaere, CChr.SL 64 (Turnhout, 1985); on which see Gillian Clark, ‘Translating Relics: 
Victricius of Rouen and Fourth-Century Debate’, EME 10 (2001), 161-76; and, on relic adventus 
more broadly, Kenneth Holum and Gary Vikan, ‘The Trier Ivory, Adventus Ceremonial, and the 
Relics of St. Stephen’, DOP 33 (1979), 115-33; and August., Ad Donatistas post collationem 
25.43, ed. M. Petschenig, CSEL 53 (Vienna, 1910), and Gesta conlationis Carthaginiensis 1.14.7-11 
and 1.29.1-4, ed. S. Lancel, SC 194-5, 224 and 373 (Paris, 1972-91). On the Christianization of 
the adventus generally, see S. MacCormack, Art and Ceremony (1984), 33-89; M. McCormick, 
Eternal Victory (1986), 100-11; and esp. P. Dufraigne, Adventus Augusti (1994), 249-325.
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by its elite, which still dominated the public sphere.41 Only after Justinian’s 
re-conquest of Italy and the subsequent Lombard wars, which devastated 
Rome’s aristocracy, was the ritual thoroughly Christianized, which suggests 
that Rome, or at least its social imagination, remained persistently classical into 
the mid-sixth and perhaps even into the early seventh century. Even though 
many standard works still envision a rather rapid Christianization of Rome after 
the conversion of Constantine, a feat supposedly accomplished by the end of 
the fourth or the beginning of the fifth century, this analysis of the occursus 
reveals a conservative and extremely extended process stretching over centu-
ries, at least in the imagination and cultural memory if not also in ceremonial 
practice.42

41  J. Latham, ‘From Literal to Spiritual’ (2012), and id., ‘Battling Bishops, the Roman Aris-
tocracy, and the Contestation of Civic Space in Late Antique Rome’, in Jordan Rosenblum, Lily 
Voung and Nathaniel DesRosiers (eds), Religious Competition in the Third Century CE: Jews, 
Christians, and the Greco-Roman World, JAJ Supplements 15 (Göttingen, 2014), 126-37.

42  E.g. Charles Pietri, Roma Christiana: Recherches sur l’Eglise de Rome, son organisation, 
sa politique, son idéologie de Miltiade à Sixte (311-440), BEFAR 224 (Rome, 1976), esp. 1653 
emphasizing the period between Damasus and Leo I (366-440); Richard Krautheimer, Rome: 
Profile of a City, 312-1308 (Princeton, 1980), 33; id., Three Christian Capitals: Topography and 
Politics (Berkeley, 1983), 94; Michele Salzman, The Making of a Christian Aristocracy: Social 
and Religious Change in the Western Roman Empire (Cambridge, MA, 2002), who argues that 
the aristocracy had overwhelmingly converted to Christianity by the early-fifth century; and Alan 
Cameron, The Last Pagans of Rome (Oxford, 2011), esp. 783-801, whose search for ‘pagans’ in 
the late-fourth century turned up only Christians.
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