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Abstract 
Historiographically treated as a religiously intolerant usurper and an arch-heretic, 

Maximus and Priscillian have largely been confined to discussions of their respective 

roles in the Priscillianist controversy. This thesis, however, argues that the verdicts 

against the Priscillianists were predictable based on developments in imperial ideology 

and its treatment of deviancy, and the tendency to use trials as demonstrations of imperial 

authority and to search for disloyalty and dissent. Periods of acute crisis, such as the start 

of a new reign or the fall of an emperor, consistently led to large-scale purges and trial 

series, such as the trials under Constantius II and the infamous magic trials. This study is 

the first to suggest that the Priscillianist trials were also one of these mass trials. 

This study proposes and uses the term (post-) tetrarchic imperial ideology to 

describe a system of overlapping patterns of imperial behaviour and conceptualisations of 

imperial authority and duties that began with the First Tetrarchy. Among these duties was 

the enforcement of traditional Roman values, the mediation of the cosmos, and the 

enforcement of uniformity and harmony. The most targeted crimes, for ideological and 

practical reasons, were treason, sexual immorality, and sorcery; the latter two were most 

certainly among the charges against Priscillian. These forms of deviancy were considered 

particularly threatening to the good order the emperor represented and, therefore, the 

legitimacy of that emperor. An emperor who could not enforce law and order, or who 

failed to sufficiently display and enforce traditional values risked being considered weak 

or illegitimate. Maximus’ verdicts were responses to these challenges, as well as practical 

problems like disunity, public violence, and social disruption. The lasting confusion 

about the Priscillianists verdicts stems from a complex ecclesiastical tradition, and the 

sheer number of problems Maximus tried to solve using the Priscillianists.  
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Forematter 
For all laws and the Priscillianist controversy and trials, I use the original Latin 

text. In cases where a source is used only for supplementary information, as with the 

letters of Jerome, Sozomen, Socrates, Martin of Braga, and Braulio, I primarily use 

published translations. All translations of Latin texts are mine unless otherwise indicated. 

I include as additional references the Loeb, the Translated Texts for Historians series, the 

Iberian Fathers series, and the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers (NPNF) series for English 

translations whenever available. I use the Patrologia Latina (PL) and the Library of Latin 

Texts for Latin ecclesiastical texts, and Mommsen, Krueger, and Monumenta Germaniae 

Historica (MGH) for all other Latin texts. I use updated manuscript corrections for Latin 

texts when available. Marco Conti provided a translation and the Latin text for the works 

of Priscillian, Robert Frakes for the Coll. Leg. Mos. et Rom., and the modern editors of 

the CJ for that text.  

Many of the ecclesiastical texts used here have published translations that can be 

difficult to find or they do not have any published translation. For ease, I have included 

the place in the PL with the corresponding passage in the translation. For instance, 

Orosius’ Adversos Paganos (Adv. Pag.) is in PL 20. When I refer to a specific line, I 

reference the place in the PL, then the location in the published translation for an 

additional reference: Orosius Adv. Pag. PL 31: 1149; 7.34-5, for example. The Latin text 

of Vita Martini (VMart) of Sulpicius is from the Library of Latin Texts, based on the 

manuscript of Jacques Fontaine. The published translation I use as an additional 

reference uses this manuscript as well.  

All laws that are discussed extensively appear in full in Appendix A. The canons 

of the Council of Zaragoza are in Appendix B. The surviving letters of Maximus are in 

Appendix C. Images are in Appendix D. A list of important figures is in Appendix E.  
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 Introduction 
 According to our main source for the controversy, Sulpicius Severus, the arch-

heretic Priscillian began practicing sometime in the 370s.1 Over the course of a few 

years, he attracted a large number of people from a range of social classes, including 

bishops Instantius and Salvianus. When Hyginus, bishop of Córdoba, first heard of their 

heretical activities, he informed Hydatius, bishop of Mérida. Hydatius repeatedly 

challenged Priscillian and was likely responsible for calling the Council of Zaragoza in 

380 to deal with the Priscillianists. The Council condemned Priscillian and several 

others. After more in-fighting, Priscillian, Instantius, Salvianus, Euchrotia, and several 

other women travelled to the bishops of Rome and Milan for support. They failed to 

receive it and therefore relied on bribing the magister officiorum of the emperor Gratian 

to regain their churches. Ithacius, charged by the Council of Zaragoza with enforcing its 

edicts, pursued them relentlessly before the Priscillianists again bribed a civil official to 

issue an arrest warrant for Ithacius. The controversy was put on hold temporarily 

following the usurpation of Maximus in 383. Maximus answered Ithacius’ petitions by 

calling for the Synod of Bordeaux in 384. The Synod immediately defrocked Instantius, 

and Priscillian fled to the court at Trier to personally petition the new emperor. Instead, 

Maximus convicted Priscillian of nocturnal meetings with immoral women, praying 

naked, and holding obscene doctrines, and then ordered him executed along with many of 

his associates. The controversy, from start to finish, was full of regrettable actions by the 

orthodox and riddled with malicious wrongdoings by the heterodox.2 

Relying heavily on Sulpicius, modern scholars have placed the Priscillianist 

controversy and Priscillian’s execution into the context of growing intolerance and the 

various legal tactics by which emperors targeted dissent. Late Antiquity is infamous for 

the rise of religious violence and imperial preoccupation with religious deviance, with 

scholars often citing Theodosius’ 380 Cunctos populos edict as a turning point because it 

established one official religion.3 The process of creating a category of heresy has been 

the subject of many studies.4 Similar legal tactics, like de-legitimation and social 

isolation, associated proscribed practices and groups with pre-existing socially disliked 

 

1 Conti (2010): 1; Chadwick (1976): 8.  
2 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 155c-160c; 2.46-51. 
3 König (2008); Barnard (1995): 125; Hahn (2015): 379; Świętoń (2014): 51; Mertaniemi (2011): 155; 

Iricinschi and Zellentin (2008): 17; Escribano Paño (1990): 255. For the reign of Theodosius as a turning 

point, see also Palanque (1944): 285-286, who disagrees with this assertion. 
4 Flower (2013): 15; Cameron (2008); Iricinschi and Zellentin. (2008): especially 3-11. 
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groups or behaviours, such as sorcery or Manichaeanism.5 Gradual restrictions on access 

to public space, funding, and leadership were common.6 Scholarship since the fifth 

century has thus followed Sulpicius and attributed the execution of Priscillian to his 

heretical beliefs, presenting Maximus as the first Roman emperor to execute someone for 

heresy.7 The two major studies in English on the Priscillianist controversy firmly place 

the disputes into these traditions. Henry Chadwick’s Priscillian of Avila: The Occult and 

the Charismatic in the Early Church and Virginia Burrus’ The Making of a Heretic: 

Gender, Authority, and the Priscillianist Controversy both focus on the process by which 

Priscillian was made into a heretic by his ecclesiastical contemporaries.8 To many 

modern historians, the deadly verdicts against the Priscillianists have seemed 

disproportionate or out of place, both to Priscillian’s contemporaries and to modern 

historians.9 Maximus’ opposition to Priscillian was explicable because Priscillian was a 

heretic, yet inexplicable because the Priscillianist controversy did not seem to warrant 

such harsh punishments. Maximus’ treatment of the controversy has been presented or 

understood as an odd, abrupt ending to complicated ecclesiastical debates.  

 But is this really accurate? There are several problems with Sulpicius’ version of 

events and with understanding the verdicts against the Priscillianists as heresy. I argue 

that Sulpicius’ version of events lacks any context for the controversy. His chronology is 

confused and has several significant gaps. He also misrepresents the Priscillianists, their 

opponents, and the variety of groups and individuals involved at various points of the 

controversy. Many of these misrepresentations ultimately stem from Sulpicius’ own 

belief in the Priscillianists as heretics, assuming, as other ecclesiastics of his day, that 

Priscillian’s contemporaries also understood him as a heretic. This assumption influences 

Sulpicius’ portrayal of the civil trials and the verdicts as reflections of these 

orthodoxy/heterodoxy debates. Adopting the version of the controversy found in 

Sulpicius—and its various assumptions and gaps of knowledge—thus leads to a number 

of problems and contradictions for historians seeking to understand the civil trials and 

verdicts.  

 
5 Barnard (1995): 127; Stratton (2007): x-xi. 
6 Mertaniemi (2011): 161. See Kahlos (2011b): 270. 
7 Birley (1983); Matthews (1975): 149, 160-165; Matthews (1982): 431; Breyfogle (1995): 435; Rodgers 

(1981): 99-100; Coleman-Newman (1966b): 399, n 1 p 400; Snyder (2002): 37; Cameron (2007): 375, 

following Birley (1983); Olivares Guillem (2002): 106; Chin (2015): 105 following Chadwick (1976); 

Escribano Paño (1990): 269; Escribano Paño (2019): 55, 64, 67. See König (2008): n 4 p 1-2 for a 

bibliography.  
8 Burrus (1995); Chadwick (1976).  
9 See Bravo Bosch (2009); van Waarden (2014): 147; Burrus (1995): 2; Matthews (1975): 165-166.  
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 First, the earliest evidence suggests that it was Priscillianist practices that were 

considered suspicious, not heresy. None of the canons at the Council of Zaragoza 

mention heretical belief. The ecclesiastical accusations of Manichaeanism occurred after 

the Council and in response to a different set of problems. However, there is also a 

difference between ecclesiastical definitions and penalties and civil ones. It is the civil 

equivalents that were relevant to the trials and verdicts. ‘Heresy’ in the fourth century 

was still an undefined legal category that only occasionally specified groups, and heresy 

was not a capital crime.10 Priscillian, therefore, was not likely executed for heresy. 

Second, while Maximus was an exclusivist Nicene Christian, exclusivism and 

violence are not synonymous. Theodosius, Maximus’ contemporary, was also an 

exclusivist Nicene Christian but Theodosius never executed anyone for heresy, though he 

was the first to begin criminalising it.11 Todd Breyfogle, in his chapter on the 

Priscillianists, has noted the modern tendency to regard prosecutions for sorcery as a 

method of prosecuting heresy.12 I agree with Breyfogle on this point, and there is no 

reason to substitute the charge of ‘sorcery’ with ‘heresy’ in 385. Sorcery and heresy were 

not firmly linked legally until 398.13 The law which connected them is also from 

Constantinople, not the west. Regardless, the two terms were not synonymous and being 

accused of one did not necessarily entail accusations of the other.14 Sorcery did have a 

capital punishment and did elicit violent responses from emperors but this reaction was 

based on cultural understandings of sorcery that tied it to other traditionally maligned 

behaviour like sexual immorality and treason.  

Third, despite the assumption of heresy, there is little modern agreement as to what 

the charges against Priscillian really were. There is no specification of what ‘obscene 

doctrines’ meant and substituting it for ‘heresy’ is to take Sulpicius Severus, the only 

source for these charges, at face value. Sulpicius called Priscillian a ‘heretic’ but he and 

other, later ecclesiastical writers viewed the Priscillianists as heretics for reasons outside 

the original controversy.15 Maximus himself called the Priscillianists ‘Manichaeans’; 

heresy and Manichaeanism held different socio-legal traditions.16 Sulpicius’ description 

 
10 Świętoń (2014): 56; Breyfogle (1995): 435. See also Olivares Guillem (2002): 99. 
11 Barnard (1995): 125. 
12 Breyfogle (1995): 435. 
13 CTh 16.5.34; Escribano Paño (2010): 136.  
14 Breyfogle (1995): 452. 
15 See also Burrus (1995): 3. The surviving letters of Maximus, which I use here, may have even been 

preserved because of the ecclesiastical view of the trials as an intrusion of civil authorities into an 

ecclesiastical issue. Escribano Paño (2019): 51, 76-81.  
16 Coll. Avell. 40. See König (2008): 1 and Lieu (1992): 122-123 for the socio-legal treatment of 
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of the charges must be compared with legal definitions. Recent efforts to do so have 

variously interpreted the verdicts as sorcery, calumny, Manichaeanism, and so on.17 

These are indictments loaded with meaning, there is no reason to assume that they were a 

‘cover’ for heresy. 

Further, the verdicts reflect long-standing cultural concerns, which were also 

repeatedly referenced in fourth-century laws. The charge of nocturnal meeting with 

immoral women, for instance, reflects a Roman ideal of the protection of chastity, not 

just a Christian one.18 Social norms played a role in maintaining social order.19 Christian 

Reitzenstein-Ronning highlighted the importance of publicising preferred norms in the 

form of laws, public trials, ritualised punishments, and imperial rhetoric in supporting 

claims of imperial authority to create and enforce the law.20 The Priscillianist trials, like 

other major trials, served multiple functions, and the charges reflect imperial prerogatives 

and concerns. Dismissing the known charges is to dismiss the seriousness and antiquity 

of imperial concerns with these crimes, and to ignore the frequency of fourth-century 

laws on sorcery, sexual immorality, and treason.  

Related to this problem is the tendency to ignore Maximus’ many problems and to 

simplify the verdicts as reflecting a growing authoritarian tendency and conservativism. 

Late antique ‘despotism’, I argue, was complicated.21 Helmut Leppin argued that, in the 

ancient context, coercion was difficult to enforce and thus a ‘coercive’ or ‘despotic’ state 

is insufficient terminology.22 Despite their claims of absolute authority, emperors also 

had to appeal to consensus.23 This could be difficult for several reasons. Accusations of 

sorcery, at least among elites, tended to spike in unstable periods and the fourth century 

was especially unstable.24 Maximus was a usurper; he had legitimacy issues; concerns 

with ensuring stability in an unstable period; and security problems that included gaining 

 
Manichaeanism. See Leppin (2003): 26-27; Coyle (2009): 4-10 for Manichaeanism’s associations with 

Persia and foreignness, and 13-18 for Manichaeanism in Christian sources as a heresy but not Christian. 

Świętoń (2014): 56; Barnard (1995): 126, 136-140. For an alternate view, see Burrus (1995): 66. 
17 Breyfogle (1995): 435. Burrus (1995): 2 for heresy, sorcery, and sexual immorality; Errington (2006): 

205 for calumny, Manichaeanism, and sorcery; Escribano Paño (2019): 64 for sorcery; Olivares Guillem 

(2002): 97 for crypto-Manichaeanism and sorcery. 
18 Lenski (2002): 267. 
19 Robinson (1997): 120. 
20 Reitzenstein-Ronning (2015): 266. See also Matthews (1989): 203. 
21 Robinson (1997): 38; Oakley (2010): 15 refers to it as “outright military despotism”; Carson (1990): 276 

for “periods of autocracy”; Matthews (1975): 48; Matthews (1989): 205. Leadbetter (2009): 5-6, notes 

contemporaries suggest Diocletian was “a profoundly conservative man”. See also Robinson (1997): 37; 

Honoré 1994: xi; Oakley 2010: 58.  
22 Leppin (2003): 20. I will address this problem of enforcement and why Priscillian presented such a 

unique opportunity to demonstrate Maximus’ legitimacy. 
23 Wienand (2015): 3-4. For precedents, see Escribano Paño (1990): 254. 
24 Brown (1970): 19, 25; Flint (1991): 16, following Brown. See Burrus (1995): 11. 
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the support of the people within his territories and gaining the much-needed consensus. 

The reputation of emperors depended heavily on their ability to balance these competing 

interests. As I will show, the few negative appraisals of Maximus argue that he was led to 

a harsher path regarding the Priscillianists by some bishops, not that he was tyrannical, 

violent, or that he was wrong to conduct the trials at all.  

I argue, then, that Maximus’ actions in the Priscillianist controversy were not 

controversial or unexpected but were entirely in keeping with (post-) tetrarchic imperial 

ideology, and that the verdicts were similar to previous imperial pronouncements during 

major mass trials. This ideology dictated that it was the emperor’s duty to enforce 

uniformity and harmony (‘law and order’) centred on the emperor’s understanding of 

traditional Roman values. The most commonly targeted crimes (‘deviancy’) were 

sorcery, sexual immorality, and treason; all three are explicitly or implicitly present in the 

verdicts against the Priscillianists. The Priscillianist trials were used to demonstrate 

Maximus’ ability to perform all the tasks required of a good post-tetrarchic emperor 

while trying to prove his legitimacy to his co-rulers. The verdicts also removed several 

impediments to gaining full control of his territories, namely what Maximus would have 

considered to be serious misbehaviour among wealthy elites and within the churches—

both groups whose cooperation he needed for practical and ideological reasons. When 

trying to understand the verdicts themselves, scholars have not included all these factors 

together, and they still tend to focus on Maximus’ personal beliefs, and conceptions of 

orthodoxy and heresy rather than taking a holistic view as I have done. Placing the 

verdicts into their proper context makes the verdicts more explicable and predictable. 

I use the term ‘(post-) tetrarchic imperial ideology’ to describe the set of 

overlapping beliefs and behaviour of emperors in this period because this term is 

grounded in historical context and offers a concrete reference point. ‘Ideology’ itself is, 

of course, a complicated concept and individual personality did play a role, but emperors 

in the fourth century were remarkably consistent in the language they used to describe 

themselves and deviant groups, and in the actions that they took in response to specific 

situations, like sedition. I will discuss the sources for this more below. ‘(Post-) tetrarchic 

imperial ideology’ is more specific than ‘late antique imperial ideology’ or ‘imperial 

ideology’.25 The First Tetrarchy, especially its senior Augustus, Diocletian, has often 

 
25 See Rees (2004): 73; Howgego (1995): 72, 75; Lenski (2002): 99; Errington (2006): 22; Humphries 

(2015): 156; Hahn (2015). Several have used ‘imperial ideology’ and ‘ideology’. Leadbetter (2009): 27, 

65; Mayer (2006): 152; Hekster, Betjes, Heijnen, Iannantuono, Jussen, Manders, and Syrbe (2019): 612. 
Robinson (1997): 122; Świętoń (2014): 51; Schmidt-Hofner (2015): 68 for laws as propaganda. Weisweiler 
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been used as a starting point or a defining period of Late Antiquity based on the 

institutionalised changes to administration, religion, and politics associated with 

Diocletian in particular, so ‘(post-) tetrarchic’ reflects a reference point already in use. 

Periodisation is always difficult, depending heavily on the criteria used. As a result, I 

have referenced scholars who talk about Maximus in the fourth century as ‘early 

Medieval’, ‘late antique’, ‘Medieval’, and ‘ancient’.26 ‘(Post-) tetrarchic imperial 

ideology’ bypasses these problems by remaining grounded in universally recognised 

dates and a commonly acknowledged reference point in the First Tetrarchy, with the 

acknowledgement that some aspects of this ideology were traditional or 

institutionalisations of developments already in progress. ‘Tetrarchic imperial ideology’ 

refers to the ideology under the tetrarchies. ‘Post-tetrarchic imperial ideology’ refers to 

imperial ideology after the tetrarchies. As I will discuss more below, the period from the 

Third Tetrarchy (r306-313) and the co-rule of Constantine I and Licinius (r313-324) 

represent a kind of intermediary period in which the tetrarchic form developed into its 

post-tetrarchic form. Practices or concepts present under both forms are referred to as 

(post-) tetrarchic imperial ideology. Unravelling (post-) tetrarchic trials, including the 

Priscillianist trials, is complicated and requires a broad approach. 

 

Methodology 

This thesis is a cultural history that focuses on politics and cultural, social, and 

individual interactions with law. I give Maximus agency and emphasise language and 

various legal and social processes centred on the people who used them.27 I highlight the 

differences between what people were doing, outside perception, and the variability of 

personal and regional experiences and expectations.28 I am trying to find the historical 

reality but I acknowledge the difficulty of doing so with texts. I approach the 

Priscillianist controversy using a variety of sources and methodologies to reconstruct a 

series of events that included overlapping conversations around gender, asceticism, the 

city, rural life, and, importantly, imperial power. This, therefore, is a study of Maximus. 

This is not a study of the Priscillianist movement itself or trying to find any social or 

 
(2015): 36 used “rulership ideology”; Bono (2019): 84 uses “Late Antique imperial ideology”. See also 

Escribano Paño (1990): 249 for propaganda against ‘tyrants’.  
26 Compare with Smith (2007): 1-2. 
27 Smith (2007): 6 on the importance of giving agency in cultural studies. 
28 Smith (2007): 4. 
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theological interpretation of Priscillianism.29 Priscillian's ideas and practices are 

important here only in relation to the concerns they caused.30 Maximus himself is rarely 

studied aside from being considered an insignificant relation of the Theodosians or a 

“shadowy figure” in Priscillianist studies.31 If we wish to understand the verdicts, we 

must understand Maximus. He was enacting and performing a specific ideology, shared 

with his contemporaries and fourth-century predecessors. 

Doing a cultural study of this kind involves discussing power relationships and 

what ideology meant in practical terms. Ideology and legitimacy were strongly 

connected. Legitimacy was an “argument” not a “statement of facts”.32 Emperors often 

presented or argue that the order they represented and enforced was ‘good’ and ‘sacred’ 

while deviants were threats to the entire Roman order.33 The Codex Theodosianus (CTh) 

and Codex Justinianus (CJ) are full of pejorative language and cruel punishments for 

criminals who counteracted this order.34 This is different from the way rhetors or 

panegyricists depicted an ideal ruler, or even how the ‘masses’ may have understood 

what a ‘good’ ruler was.35 Imperial claims were acted out through a variety of media, 

though different periods and different emperors have varying levels of surviving 

material.36 Emperors often argued for the traditionalism of their aims, and the benefits 

Rome and Romanitas derived from imperial action against deviancy, in what is a kind of 

weaponisation of culture against individuals and groups emperors perceived as threats to 

themselves and their rule. “…culture is in the service of power, whether it occludes, 

displaces, or legitimizes its brute realities.”37 I will emphasise, then, the often-conflicting 

language, expectations, and behaviour of emperors and those of their subjects. Such an 

approach prioritises the very people we seek to study, and the roles of perception, 

cultural fears, ambition, spite, and, importantly, image-making in an environment with 

 
29 See Chadwick (1976); Burrus (1995): 18-24; Kulikowski (2004): 247 and notes; Piay Augusto (2006): 

601-604; Olivares Guillem (2002); and van Waarden (2014): 132-133 for brief histories and 

bibliographies. See Cameron (2008): 102 for historiography of heresies as national and social movements. 
30 Kulikowski (2001): n 17 p 160. 
31 Balil (1965): 110. Most studies in the lasty sixty years on Maximus are largely confined to articles or 

parts of articles, and are generally concerned with the Priscillianist controversy only. To name a few: Balil 

(1965); Fahy (1966); Braccesi (1968); Guidi (1970); Casey (1979); Olivares Guillem (2001).  
32 Rees (2004): 85. For similar, see Bono (2019): 69. 
33 See Barnard (1995): 139. 
34 See Świętoń (2014): 52-53; Barnard (1995): 138.  
35 For examples, see Lenski (2002): 85-93; Flower (2013): 41-55; Flower (2015): 825-827; Leppin (2007): 

35-36; Escribano Paño (1990): 251-252. Omissi (2018) is a good contribution to the study of late antique 

rulership and how usurpations occurred. 
36 For utilizing multiple sources, see Hekster, Betjes, Heijnen, Iannantuono, Jussen, Manders, and Syrbe 

(2019): 612; Bono (2019): 71; Canepa (2015): 158. Canepa compares Roman and Persian imperial claims 

of divinity, which is useful for comparing overall trends. 
37 Smith (2007): 6-7. 
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few means to do so effectively on a large scale. 

This thesis will examine the intersection of imperial ideology and human 

processes by looking at series of trials targeting deviancy and dissent in the fourth 

century. By ‘trial series’ or ‘mass trials’, I mean multiple, often simultaneous, (un)related 

trials occurring within a short period. The use of trials as a way of publicising imperial 

prerogatives will help illustrate Maximus’ decision-making, and comparing the 

Priscillianist trials with other fourth-century trial series will demonstrate that imperial 

prerogatives and approaches to deviancy stayed largely the same. The Priscillianists were 

put on trial for sorcery, sexual immorality, and, likely, Manichaeanism, which was 

further associated with treason. Sorcery, sexual immorality, and treason are crimes that 

appear prominently in all major mass trials, only the penalties and language used changes 

and varies. I focus on the three aspects of penalties: extent of bans, level of punishment, 

and amount of pejorative language. By ‘extent’ I refer to tactics like blanket bans that 

target practices like haruspicy, or the inspection of entrails for the purpose of divination. 

Constantine I allowed public haruspicy just not private consultations, which is largely a 

reinforcement of traditional legal differentiation between public and private, harmless 

and harmful. Constantius II, however, banned all haruspicy. This is a wider extent 

because it targets any and all cases of haruspicy. We can thus see that Constantius II was 

more intolerant than Constantine I when it came to haruspicy. Discussing the contexts of 

these laws will give us a better understanding of why this was so. 

In Late Antiquity, sorcery and its associated matrices of antisocial behaviour 

were, for the first time, systematically used to marginalise and de-legitimate potential 

threats to social order and imperial authority. Maleficium in fourth-century law referred 

to illegal forms of magic that targeted the health and safety of others.38 However, using 

words like maleficium, artes magicae, and similar words invoked all of these social and 

legal associations of subversion and sexual deviancy even if they were not explicitly 

stated. An accuser could draw upon any one or several of the behaviours associated with 

sorcery according to the specific situation.39 Similarly, superstitio under the early empire 

was associated with unRomanness, strangeness, or excessive religiosity; elites would 

have used the term in association with other forms of subversion.40 It is only from 

Theodosius onwards that superstitio was applied categorically to heretics (non-Nicene 

 
38 See Escribano Paño (2010): 122. 
39 Stratton (2007): 2. 
40 Kahlos (2011a): 267. 
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Christians) and non-Christian groups.41 Prior to Theodosius, Christian emperors such as 

Constantius II might refer to haruspicy as ‘sorcery’ or superstitio, but this does not mean 

that they always understood the practice as heretical, an indication of heresy, or as 

‘pagan’. Within early Christianity, accusations of magic often appeared alongside 

accusations of sexual immorality and in association with “foolish women”, “reflecting 

the long-established association between magic, gender inversion, and danger in Greco-

Roman rhetorical tradition”.42 These are cultural conceptualisations. We have enough 

evidence from law codes, Sulpicius, and Priscillian himself to understand how the 

accusations against Priscillian started and why they were so readily believed. 

 As for heresy, I limit discussions to imperial laws. This study is not an in-depth 

analysis of the dialogues among Christian groups nor does this study make any attempts 

at finding the ‘true’ beliefs of individual emperors. Both Christian and non-Christian 

emperors used coercion and various marginalising and discriminatory measures against 

opponents.43 I focus here on official, imperial persecutions against individuals, groups, 

and practices that the emperors considered deviant.  

In order to understand what this all meant in practice, we must reconstruct the 

Priscillianist trials using a holistic approach. Modern historians have focused almost 

exclusively on Priscillian and the charges against him, which makes it difficult to 

understand the reasoning behind any of the trials against the Priscillianists or how 

Maximus approached the group and Priscillian himself.44 This hyper-focused approach in 

modern scholarship is partially due to historians’ focus on the violence and harsh 

language in the law codes.45 Major studies on the Priscillianist controversy that refer to 

Manichaeanism also primarily discuss the accusations of Ithacius, not Maximus, who 

also called them Manichaeans.46 I look at each of the known Priscillianist verdicts 

individually before I consider them as a group. I consider them as a result of Maximus 

and his decision-making process based on his own experiences and compared to past and 

contemporaneous precedents. This will show that Maximus varied the penalties against 

the Priscillianists according to their participation in the group. These penalties 

correspond to penalties typically given for each of the crimes committed, and were thus 

perfectly in keeping with past precedent. I will also show that Manichaeanism had 

 
41 Kahlos (2011a): 267-268. 
42 Stratton (2007): 131. 
43 Mertaniemi (2011): 135-136. 
44 See Birley (1983); Jorge (2006); Matthews (1982): 431; Breyfogle (1995): 435; Rodgers (1981): 99-100. 
45 For a few examples: Matthews (1975): 48. 
46 See Burrus (1995): 94-8; Chadwick (1976): 195-201. 
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recently re-entered imperial dialogues. Maximus was, therefore, also engaged with 

contemporary imperial rhetoric and recent developments.     

 

Law Codes 

Law codes are an important source for discussing Maximus’ understanding of 

rulership, his concerns about the Priscillianists, and contemporary social and political 

dialogues.47 Laws could encourage or discourage certain behaviours based on their 

perceived benefit or damage to society, and could illustrate what emperors considered 

‘good order’.48 As Tony Honoré stated, imperial rescripts were "a norm-creating act".49 

The ability to issue law was very much part of the imperial persona.50 However, the 

process of issuing laws and answering petitions was complex. Petitions were typically 

sent to other officials first, such as the magister libellorum or quaestor, which has led to 

the question of whose views are in the surviving rescript.51 The author of a law, whether 

it was the quaestor or the emperor himself, would determine tone and word choice of 

responses to petitions that made it up to the emperor.52 The general view, however, is that 

rescripts do reflect imperial wishes.53 We can get a sense as to what an individual ruler 

was concerned about, their views, and how they treated deviant groups and practices in 

certain situations.54 While rescripts were, in general, reactive in the sense that they were 

responses to specific situations, they can be used to understand long-term developments 

as well as how individual emperors problem-solved, especially when they are used in 

conjunction with other sources like histories. 

We are fortunate that the CTh and the CJ have survived. There are other sources 

of law, but these are the two primary legal sources used here because they are the most 

researched, the most complete, and contain legal evidence across the fourth century for 

easy comparative analysis.55 Since this study focuses primarily on religion and sorcery, 

 
47 Compare to Reitzenstein-Ronning (2015): 265. 
48 Gardner (1991): 3; Reitzenstein-Ronning (2015): 265-266; Honoré (1994): 33. 
49 Honoré (1994): 33. 
50 Bono (2019): 84. See Matthews (2000): 185-199 for the public proclamation of imperial legislation. 
51 Honoré (1994): vii-viii. 
52 For the office of quaestor, or quaestor sacri palatii, see Honoré (1994): x; Corcoran (2000b): 4; 

Matthews (2000): 173-180; Leppin (2003): 21; Errington (1997): 154-155; Harries (1988): 150. For the 

development of the role of quaestor over the course of the fourth century, see Harries (1988). 
53 Honoré (1994): ix. Some emperors were more involved in legal formation than others. Evans Grubbs 

(1993a): 121. For the purpose of this study, I do not go far into discussions about this aspect of the process. 

My interest is in the result and the relationship between the content and context of a law. 
54 See also Evans Grubbs (1993a): 138.  
55 For discussions of other sources of law, see Corcoran (2000b): 9-23, 42; Sirks (1993): 60-62; Matthews 

(2000): 85-90, 121-167, 254-279. See Schimdt-Hofner (2008): 582-586 for other sources of laws from 
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precedence will be given to CTh 9 and CJ 9, which cover sorcery, and CTh 16 and CJ 1, 

which cover religion. Proscriptions of sexual immorality are scattered throughout the 

codes. For the tetrarchic period, I also use the Collatio Legum Mosaicarum et 

Romanarum (Coll. Leg. Mos. et Rom.).  

I draw primarily on the CTh because it retains the pejorative language and the 

penalties required for a study of this kind. Some of the bombastic language has been 

removed from the CTh and much of the language removed from the CJ, which does 

create some problems but not irreparably.56 The compilers of both the CTh and CJ also 

split rescripts into multiple fragments, placing each fragment into their own legal 

categories.57 The compilers of the CTh only started with the first Christian emperor 

Constantine I, reflecting the legal and religious programmes of Theodosius II who 

commissioned the CTh, which was published in 438. As Todd S. Berzon noted, the 

organisation of the CTh reflects Theodosius II’s ideology, including his treatment and 

understanding of heresy.58 This presents problems when we try to place laws and their 

language use into their original context. The cataloguing of heresy in spatial terms in the 

CTh helped to emphasise the secretive nature of heretical groups, which is to say their 

magical associations.59 However, these were Theodosius II’s definitions, methods, and 

priorities, not necessarily those of the emperor who originally issued the law. Further, 

compilers favoured laws on heresy over laws on pagans.60 This gives the impression that 

emperors were highly preoccupied by heretics and consistently defined them in specific 

ways. Contextualisation, therefore, is key.  

The sixth-century CJ is an excellent source for the tetrarchic period (293-313), 

which was not included in the CTh. Justinian I published the CJ as part of a wider 

collection known as the Corpus Iuris Civilis: the CJ and Novels, the Institutes, and the 

Digest, which were published over a number of years.61 Unlike the CTh, the CJ removed 

 
Valentinian I and Valens. I exclude the Sirmondian Constitutions because they require separate study and 

were not part of the original CTh. There are also two recensions as well as manuscript issues. Matthews 

(2000): 121-8. 
56 See Matthews (2000): 57 for language. 
57 Honoré (1994): xv; Matthews (1993): 22-24, 253; Sirks (1993): 45-49. See Schimdt-Hofner (2008): 499-

450 and notes for a thorough bibliography on archives and authorship of the legal fragments. See Matthews 

(2000) for an in-depth discussion of the editorial process of the CTh. 
58 Berzon (2017): 129-130. For the historical background of the formation of the project, see Matthews 

(2000).  
59 Berzon (2017): 131-137. 
60 Escribano Paño (2010): 66, 109-120. The CTh on heretics has also been called a “dossier of the religious 

policy of the dynasty of Theodosius”. Hunt (1993): 156-157. 
61 Frakes (2011): 33; Matthews (2000): 97; Honoré (1994): 48, 53, 139-142; Corcoran (1993): 105. I use 

the Mommsen edition of the CTh and the Krueger edition of the CJ. See Matthews (2000): 97-120 for 

background on these editions, especially rebuilding the mostly lost first five books of the CTh. 
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all of the rhetoric and did not include laws that were no longer in force.62 Much of the 

contextual and linguistic information is lost. This severely limits its utility for this study. 

While religion is in the final book of the CTh, it is first in the CJ, indicating the 

importance of religion to the CJ’s editors.63 Again, the priorities of the compilers do not 

necessarily reflect the priorities or understandings of specific cases or laws of fourth-

century emperors. I use the CJ, then, when a portion of its CTh equivalent is incomplete 

and for the tetrarchic period. 

The unknown collator of Coll. Leg. Mos. et Rom. is the other source I use for the 

tetrarchic period. It is an unusual amalgamation of biblical and Roman law compiled 

sometime between 390 and 438.64 They do seem to have known their sources well.65 The 

introductory letter to the tetrarchic marriage law it preserves, for instance, retains much 

of the original and is thus useful in reconstructing imperial prerogatives and language 

use. 

Aside from language use in laws, I focus on the penalties and marginalising 

tactics in the verdicts against the Priscillianists, which are found consistently throughout 

fourth-century law. I count the removal of heretics and Manichaeans from public spaces 

as marginalising even if pejorative words like scelera are not present because removal 

from public spaces was a de-legitimating tactic.66 Doing so de-legitimated Christian sects 

that did not adhere to the imperial definition of ‘Catholic’ and therefore were not called 

‘Christian’ by the emperor. This became clearer once Theodosius specified the Nicene 

formulation as the definition of ‘Catholic’ and thus the definition of ‘Christian’. 

Analysing other legal tactics like targeting leadership of religious groups and seditious 

movements are also important to understanding why some Priscillianists were executed 

and others exiled. My focus here is on the ‘first wave’ of Priscillianists, not on the 

Priscillianist movement after his death, which was heavily influenced by the perceived 

martyrdom of Priscillian.67 I acknowledge that there is a debate about the date of the 

execution of Priscillian, but for the sake of convenience I assume the date of 385.68 

Ultimately, the difference between 385 and 386 does not significantly change the 

 
62 Robinson (1997): 59. 
63 Świętoń (2014): 55. See Corcoran (2000b): 11-19 for compilation problems with the CJ and CTh. 
64 Frakes (2011): 55. See 51-65 for dating. 
65 See Frakes (2011): 67-98 for the collator's sources. 
66 Berzon (2017): 128.  
67 Jorge (2006): 3-4, 11-12. Contra Olivares Guillem (2001): 121-126, I do not use the surviving laws 

referencing Priscillianism to talk about the original controversy. See Piay Augusto (2006): 611-617 for 

Priscillianists documented only after 385. 
68 See Jorge (2006): 5; Burrus (1995): 2; and Birley (1983): 29 for a brief bibliography.  
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political dynamics of the trials or the legal reasoning for the verdicts.  

There are drawbacks to using both law codes. Emperors in the fourth century 

were mobile. When the emperors travelled, they would likely deposit their rescripts or 

legal pronouncements in the legal archive of the nearest provincial capital; some areas 

received more attention than others because of military concerns like incursions, while 

other regions were more stable.69 This can give the impression of greater problems in 

some areas than others. Similar names of emperors have led to confusion about dating 

individual laws, for both the compilers and for modern historians.70 Where the date of a 

law is in doubt, I place all of the proposed dates in the footnotes, including dates 

proposed by Mommsen and by Sebastian Schmidt-Hofner, who recently reviewed 

Valentinianic laws.71  

There are also different kinds of laws, but for the sake of convenience and time I 

look at only four major categories. Decreta were judicial decisions of cases heard by the 

emperor.72 They do not appear in this study. Rescripts were legal advice given to the 

petitioner.73 Some epistulae sent to officials were edicts meant to be publicised.74 Many 

rescripts are not necessarily new laws, simply reminders of what the law is on a certain 

issue.75 I note when a law repeats past precedent. If a particular law includes new 

information, such as a new penalty or a comparative increase in pejorative language, I 

note these changes and the likely context of the law as a whole. From Constantine I 

onwards emperors generally took cases involving treason, which changed the jurisdiction 

of the rescripts involved in those cases.76 I will note in my analyses of each mass trial 

that the involvement of the Praetorian Prefect was not unusual in some of individual 

cases, including, possibly the Priscillianist trials. 

I do not connect the category in which a law is found in the CTh or the CJ with 

the original intentions of the emperor who promulgated the law. Joop van Waarden has 

further cautioned against using a law issued in one specific circumstance and applying it 

to a different set of circumstances, which he argued modern historians tend to do, 

 
69 Rees (2004): 29; Matthews (1993): 31-33, 41-43; Sirks (1993): 49-52, 56-59; Matthews (2000): 213-253. 
70 Matthews (2000): 170. 
71 Schmidt-Hofner (2008). 
72 Matthews (2000): 13. 
73 Honoré (1994): 33; Matthews (1993): 26-29; Corcoran (1993): 101. See Corcoran (2000b): 2 for 

different types of imperial pronouncements. 
74 Matthews (2000): 16-17. 
75 Corcoran (1993): 101. 
76 Honoré (1994): 35. 
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particularly in cases of sorcery.77 Further, in practice, all laws were to varying degrees 

regional.78 Therefore, I do not apply the laws of Valentinian I on sorcery to the 

Priscillianist trials except as a method of comparison. I focus on the language used in a 

specific law, to whom the law is directed, the date it was posted, the context in which the 

law was issued, and whether there is a general applicability to the law.79 I acknowledge 

cases in which the context is unknown, but I do argue that even without context we can 

note the escalation of rhetoric and the increase in punishments. Tracking these changes 

can help illustrate developments over time in the absence of other evidence. 

 

Visual Arts, Architecture, and Numismatics 

I use visual art and architecture as part of the imperial programme to demonstrate 

how emperors visually represented themselves and their achievements. This includes 

monumental architecture; ceremonial, broadly defined; and imperial dress. 

 Numismatics will be particularly important when discussing how Maximus 

argued for his legitimacy. Coinage can generally tell us the “official line”.80 Designs 

would likely need some level of imperial approval.81 The obverse was more important, 

but I incorporate imagery and inscriptions on the reverse for a fuller analysis.82 Coinage 

can also tell us a great deal about how far an emperor was the recognised.83 This will be 

important for determining how much Maximus was accepted by his co-rulers. 

Fortunately, Maximus’ coinage has survived in significant quantities.84  

 

Panegyrics 

Pacatus’ panegyric to Theodosius after the fall of Maximus in 388 hints at 

rumours that Theodosius had helped or supported Maximus, which Maximus may have 

contributed to or relied on for legitimacy. These rumours can be used to help gauge the 

level of recognition given to Maximus by Theodosius, as well as the ways in which 

Maximus tried to secure legitimacy. However, I will argue that they were rumours and 

 
77 van Waarden (2014): 148. 
78 Errington (2006): 88, 91.  
79 See Matthews (1993): 27-28; Sirks (1993): 45-49. 
80 Howgego (1995): 62. See also Patrick Brown (1999): 19; Humphries (2020): 163; Canepa (2015): 162. 
81 Howgego (1995): 70; King (1999): 127; Metcalf (1999): 1; Carson (1990): 244.  
82 Carson (1990): 276. See Levick (1999): 41; King (1999): 127. 
83 The Roman Imperial Coinage (RIC) remains the standard. See also Baldus (1984): 178. 
84 The American Numismatic Society (ANS) and Coin Hoards of the Roman Empire (CHRE) provide 

individual samples and known coin hoards alongside easy to use maps. 
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more definite evidence like numismatics is a better indicator of any support Theodosius 

showed for Maximus.  

Pacatus also references the Priscillianists but his explanation of the verdicts must 

be taken with caution, primarily because of the issues of panegyrics as a genre. As 

Andrés Olivares Guillem has also pointed out, because of the constraints of the genre, 

Pacatus was going to criticise the Priscillianist trials regardless of the legality of the trials 

or how far Maximus’ decisions were actually carried out.85 A closer analysis of the 

section on the Priscillianists shows that Pacatus blames the verdicts more on a handful of 

bishops rather than Maximus, and even in his condemnations of Maximus Pacatus gives 

justifications for his actions.  

 

Histories, Chronicles, and Breviaries 

The first half of the fourth century suffers from a lack of narrative works, though 

we do have enough information to formulate a general account. The narrative sources 

before 353 are less extensive, often chronologically confused, and can have missing 

information.86 The short Origo Constantini Imperatoris (Origo Const. Imp.), Eutropius’ 

Breviarum, Eusebius, and Lactantius are the other major narrative sources for the 293-

337 period. Eusebius preserved legal pronouncements not found elsewhere, though his 

explanations of these declarations give the impression that Constantine I legislated purely 

from a Christian perspective and that his laws had a far wider reach than they actually 

did.87 Both Eusebius and Lactantius also provide accounts of the Christian persecutions. I 

use these in conjunction with other sources like laws to reconstruct tetrarchic actions in 

the east following the revolt in Egypt, the war with Persia, and the persecutions. There is 

an insufficient amount of information to reconstruct any trials between 305 and 353, so I 

focus on the law codes to discuss the escalation of bans on sorcery and the development 

of imperial approaches to treason and to self-representation.  

Our main narrative source after 353 is Ammianus, who is also the source for 

reconstructing the Constantian trials and the magic trials. Fortunately, Ammianus 

included enough information to understand both the progression of these trials as well as 

the wider context in which they occurred. However, there are some issues with using 

Ammianus. He focuses on scandal and unusual spikes in violence, giving the impression 

 
85 Olivares Guillem (2001): 119-120. 
86 See Corcoran (2000b): 1. 
87 Harries (2010): 79. 
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that such violence was more common than it really was.88 The post-Julianic books are 

chronologically confusing and developments are often separated from context.89 I argue 

that Ammianus alludes to motivating factors for the mass trials under Constantius II and 

the magic trials but he separated these motives from the trials themselves. This is often in 

service of Ammanius’ dislike of Constantius II, Valentinian I and Valens, and their 

officials not because Ammianus was unaware of the connections between the pressures 

on these emperors and the trials or because of a fault in the text or Ammianus’ ability to 

understand and reconstruct complex and confusing events. There are no anomalies.90 I 

therefore analyse Ammianus by year, rather than by the order in which he presents 

information. For instance, the ‘barbarian conspiracy’, Valentinian I’s second illness, the 

elevation of Gratian, the trouble on the Rhine, the trouble in Africa with Romanus, 

Firmus’ revolt, and the magic trials all occurred from 368 to 375. This more complete 

picture of the magic trials will then be compared to Maximus’ situation before and during 

the Priscillianist trials.  

There are some smaller problems. Ammianus heavily downplayed the role of 

Christianity even when it formed the basis of decisions or disputes.91 This does not affect 

this study significantly, but it is important to keep in mind. Ammianus’ account of the 

British campaign of Count Theodosius’, the father of the future emperor Theodosius, is 

riddled with exaggeration and compliments.92 Ammianus never discusses Count 

Theodosius’ death in 375 and stops his narrative altogether before the elevation of the 

younger Theodosius in 379.93 Ammianus refers to Maximus in these years alongside 

Count Theodosius but his position and duties are suspiciously not discussed in any detail. 

I acknowledge that the so-called barbarian conspiracy occurred and that it may have been 

exaggerated, either by Ammianus or by Valentinian I, but that this exaggeration served 

various purposes. 

We must conjecture Maximus’ relationships and career positions based on his 

proximity to specific people and his probable duties. Fortunately, we know Maximus was 

 
88 Reitzenstein-Ronning (2015): 265. 
89 See Drijvers (2007): 273-276; Matthews (1989): 204-209. 
90 Contra Matthews (1989): 214-217. Ammianus can do this and he understands social dynamics of 

problems, but does leave out information of wrongdoing, especially of upper-class participants, as 

Matthews elucidates elsewhere. Matthews (1989): 404-409. 
91 Ammianus 30.1; Barnes (1993): 166-167; Lenski (2002): 4; Mertaniemi (2011): 155. For the depiction 

of Christianity in Ammianus, see Matthews (1989): 435-451. 
92 Ammianus 28.3. ‘Count Theodosius’ refers to the father of the emperor Theodosius. ‘Theodosius’ refers 

to the emperor. 
93 Ammianus 29.5. 
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with Count Theodosius in Britain in 367/8 and in Africa for Firmus’ revolt in 373-374.94 

It is reasonable, then, to assume that Maximus was either with Count Theodosius and his 

troops when they in Gaul between 370 and 372 and when they were sent from Gaul to 

Africa in 373.95 We can therefore reconstruct Maximus’ career with a good degree of 

certainty for the 367-375 period. After this, however, we are left largely in the dark until 

his revolt in Britain in 383. I reconstruct this dark period with other sources, primarily 

the Gallic Chronicler of 452 and British and Irish archaeology, and in reference to other 

events. The Gallic Chronicler of 452 is a useful source on the western empire in the later 

fourth century. Several events, such as Maximus’ campaign against the 382 incursions in 

Britain, are not found elsewhere. It should be kept in mind, however, that, Maximus had 

achieved a kind of exalted status to this chronicler. The years between 381 and 388 are 

largely reserved for Maximus’ deeds and they are portrayed in the best way possible.96 

The reality was likely far more complicated. These sources can also be used alongside 

coinage to make suggestions as to what else Maximus was doing after becoming 

emperor. As for Maximus’ title while in Britain, this must remain an educated guess 

based on Ammianus and the Notitia Dignitatum. J.G.F. Hind suggested that the 

regimental lists in the Notitia Dignitatum were outdated by 408, so I maintain the lists 

given by Ammianus and the Notitia Digitatum with the awareness that neither may be 

fully correct in 383.97 

Our other primary historians are Eunapius, whose works only survive in 

fragments or cited in other sources, and Socrates, Sozomen, and Zosimus. Eunapius 

provides interesting information and views, including on Theodosius. Given the dearth of 

information on the rise of Theodosius, this is especially helpful. Zosimus is hostile to 

Christianity, but he provides the fullest account of Maximus’ rebellion. Socrates 

(Socrates HE) and Sozomen (Sozomen HE) relied heavily on Eunapius and 

Olympiodorus; Sozomen also used Socrates but with a very different historiographical 

approach.98 I use Socrates and Sozomen minimally. For this study they are valuable as 

extra sources for Theodosius, but they do not provide much information on Maximus or 

the west in general.  

 
94 See also Drijvers (2007): 146. 
95 There was a delay in the arrival of Count Theodosius’ soldiers from Gaul. Ammianus 29.5.5,7; Drijvers 

(2007): 147. 
96 The Gallic Chronicler of 511 did not share this esteem: Maximus killed Gratian through fraud and was 

killed in 388; no mention is made of Maximus’ military successes. Gallic Chronicler of 511: 383, 388. 
97 Hind (1975): 102. 
98 Barnes (1993): 8. 
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There are several additional limits to sources I use. I do not use the Historia 

Augusta or the Epitome of the Caesars because both would require separate studies just 

to remove fact from fiction. Both works suffer from sensationalism, and no one has quite 

agreed as to the author of the latter.99 I will not get into issues of how decisions were 

reached within the tetrarchies. This is not intended to be a thorough, in-depth 

investigation of tetrarchic decision-making. Because the tetrarchs portrayed their 

decisions as the result of the collective, I treat decisions like the persecutions as a 

collective decision rather than attributing it to an individual emperor.100 I make an 

exception when discussing the difference in implementation of the persecutions in the 

Third Tetrarchy. While the “ideology of imperial harmony” probably did not reflect 

reality, I argue that the appearance of harmony still mattered and influenced how an 

individual emperor acted and presented himself.101 Maximus presented himself as a 

member of the imperial college, and that decision still mattered whether or not it 

reflected actual conditions.  

There are several sources for the original Priscillianist controversy and Maximus. 

Orosius in his Adversos Paganos (Orosius Adv. Pag.) provides a fairly balanced account 

of Maximus and gives valuable hints about Maximus’ other problems. He wrote not long 

enough after the reign of Maximus but with enough temporal distance, perhaps, to be 

able to afford a more nuanced depiction. However, Orosius’ conclusions about the initial 

controversy and trials largely reflect early fifth-century ecclesiastical understandings of 

the original Priscillianist controversy as a matter of heresy. The same is true for the other 

works of Orosius, Hydatius, and Prosper.102 All three authors wrote well after the trials 

and after Priscillian was considered a heretic. Prosper of Aquitaine’s Chronicon (Prosper 

Chron.), a mid-fifth century account, contains an account of the stoning of Urbica, which 

is not mentioned in any other source. While the incident is probably genuine, Prosper’s 

explanation of her death reflects his own personal belief that the group were heretics, not 

the original context. I include the death of Urbica in my analysis with the caveat that the 

explanation given by Prosper is anachronistic. The same is true for the explanations of 

Sulpicius and Orosius for the verdicts. The only source that provides any details on the 

original controversy or the trials is Sulpicius.  

 
99 Rees (2004): 3-4; Sogno (2012): 75; Burgess (1993): 184. 
100 See Rees (2004): 31 on consultations and communications between the First Tetrarchy. 
101 Rees (2004): 32.  
102 Burgess (1993): 9-10; König (2008): 24-28. 
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Sulpicius Severus 

Sulpicius deals with the controversy across three works: the Chronicon (Sulpicius 

Chron.), the Vita Martinii (Sulpicius VMart.), and the Dialogus (Sulpicius Dial.). 

Published between 404 and 406, Sulpicius’ Chronicle is the only source that provides a 

full narrative of the controversy from beginning to end.103 The Vita Martinii was 

published in summer 396 and the Dialogus likely around 406.104 His depiction of 

Maximus across these works is relatively fair and even-handed and resembles Orosius. 

There are also brief but informative discussions of Maximus’ wife and the officials who 

played a part in the trials. Sulpicius also provides the names of Priscillian’s associates 

and, by extension, the social networks that may have been behind the Priscillianist group. 

This will be particularly important when discussing the implications of the involvement 

of Euchrotia, Procula, and Urbica, and how those implications factored into the verdicts. 

However, several things about Sulpicius are problematic, both as an author and in 

relation to his depiction of events.  

Sulpicius is inconsistent in his depictions of the imperial officials involved in the 

controversy. Maximus was described as having a ‘fierce temperament’ and high on his 

victory over Gratian.105 This description, however, does not fit with the pleasant and calm 

Maximus, impressed with Martin that immediately follows this statement.106 Nor does it 

fit Sulpicius’ argument that Maximus was worthy of being emperor if he had not rebelled 

or that he had been a reasonably good emperor until he had been corrupted by some 

bishops during the Priscillianist controversy.107 Maximus’ personality tends to change 

when it serves Sulpicius’ promotion of Martin, so I understand that Sulpicius’ depiction 

of Maximus is slightly exaggerated one way or another. The personality of Evodius as 

depicted in Sulpicius must be taken with the same caution.108   

Sulpicius’ account of the Priscillianist controversy also skips over a number of 

events. For instance, his account leaves out how the civil trials started, and he makes no 

mention of the fates of Procula or Urbica. Sulpicius very likely used Ithacius’ later 

apology, which was by “a bitterly hostile writer” attempting to defend himself after the 

 
103 See Goodrich (2015): 14 for dates. 
104 Goodrich (2015): 8, 18. 
105 Sulpicius VMart. 20.1. 
106 Sulpicius VMart. 20.5-7. 
107 Sulpicius Dial. PL 20: 205d; 2.6.1-2; Sulpicius Dial. PL 20: 217d; 3.11.2. 
108 Sulpicius VMart. 20.4. 
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execution of Priscillian.109 Sulpicius also fails to mention the violence in Mérida, which I 

will argue is central to understanding the origin of the accusations of sorcery, sexual 

immorality, and Manichaeanism against Priscillian. These accusations later helped form 

the basis for the separate imperial concerns about the Priscillianists. Further, all three 

works were intended to promote the sanctity and cult of Martin of Tours. The ‘heretical’ 

Priscillianists and their overzealous pursuers suffer in comparison to the saintly Martin. 

This can be seen most clearly in Sulpicius’ negative depiction of bishops in Gaul and 

Hispania, but also in his portrayals of the interactions between Maximus and Martin.110 

Lastly, his depiction of the Council of Zaragoza and its concerns are under-informed and 

distorted: contrary to Sulpicius’ claims, Priscillian was not mentioned in the surviving 

acta of the council.111 Sulpicius wrote within thirty years of the Council, so it is odd and 

suspicious that he is incorrect on this point.  If we want to know about the Council of 

Zaragoza and its concerns, we have to look at the surviving canons themselves. 

 

Councillor Canons 

The canons of the Council of Zaragoza in 380 are one of our most important 

contemporary sources, and they likely reflect the original concerns before the 

controversy escalated.112 Chadwick has raised the possibility that other issues were 

discussed at Zaragoza, such as the use of apocrypha and associated concerns with 

heresy.113 No concerns about apocrypha or theology in general appear in the conciliar 

canons, so even if Hydatius brought up apocrypha he was unconvincing.114 There is also 

the possibility that not all canons from Zaragoza survived.115 It would require a separate 

study to determine how likely this is or what the missing canons might have been. I 

confine myself, then, to the surviving canons. The Zaragoza canons will aid us in 

reconstructing how the initial debates relate to later accusations of sorcery, sexual 

immorality, and Manichaeanism. For the civil understanding of the verdicts—or, at least, 

how Maximus portrayed the trials to others—I use Maximus’ own words in his surviving 

 
109 Chadwick (1976): 21. 
110 Sulpicius Dial. PL 20: 197a-c; 1.21; Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 87 p 481. 
111 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 156a; 2.47.2-3; Breyfogle (1995): n 38 p 442; Priscillian Tract. 2.110-111.  
112 Breyfogle (1995): 438; Burrus (1995): 26-27.  
113 Chadwick (1976): 23-24. 
114 Chadwick (1976): 24; van Waarden (2014): 134. For brief references to apocrypha, especially 

Revelation, and more esoteric works, see Priscillian Tract. 1.279-301, 362-4, 413-9, 458-62, to name a 

few. 
115 Burrus (1995): 30-33 for the formation and preservation of the acta. Burrus provides another translation 

of the canons and more detailed analyses of the canons. I use my own translations except where indicated. 
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letters to Siricius, the bishop of Rome, and Valentinian II, the emperor in Milan. 

 

Letters 

I argue that Maximus was referring to the Priscillianists in his letter to Siricius 

because there are no other controversies associated with Maximus. I follow several other 

historians, who have also assumed that the letter refers to the Priscillianists.116 The letter 

is invaluable to considering how Maximus understood the trials, why he conducted them, 

and how he presented the trials and the Priscillianists to others. The letter to Valentinian 

II, dated to 386 or 397, is equally useful since it provides an important glimpse into how 

Maximus tried to portray himself to his co-rulers and his understanding of his role as 

emperor. I also use Maximus’ reasoning for the verdicts and the trials in conjunction with 

the known verdicts against the Priscillianists. I will then compare both with past 

precedents.  

I use Ambrose’s Epp. 24 and 30 on his embassies to Maximus as ways of 

understanding Maximus’ self-presentation and his relationship with Valentinian II, not to 

try to date the Priscillianist trials. There is no secure date or information about Ambrose’s 

first embassy. Chadwick argued that summer 386 for Ambrose’s second visit was most 

likely, but late summer or autumn of 385 was plausible.117 R.M. Errington suggested late 

385 or as late as winter of 385/6, arguing he was present for the Priscillianist trials.118 

Barbara Saylor Rodgers dated the second embassy to late 385 or early 386, following 

Matthews.119 C.E.V. Nixon and Barbara Saylor Rodgers used a 386 date of Ambrose’s 

second mission with the Priscillianist trials and executions c386.120 Neil McLynn 

suggested the second half of 386.121 María Victoría Escribano Paño argued Ambrose 

arrived before Easter 385 and after the first trial of Priscillian by Ithacius.122 However, we 

are trapped trying to date the trials by Ambrose’s missions and Ambrose’s missions by 

the dates of the trials.123 Complicating these matters is the frequent attempt by modern 

scholars to include the Basilica Crisis. Further, Ambrose could have easily heard 

information second hand; there is no reason to assume he was there to witness the trials 

 
116 Balil (1965): n 55 and 58 p 127-128; Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 97 p 487-488; Olivares Guillem 

(2001): 116; Escribano Paño (2019): 50-51. The letter is dated to c385. 
117 See Chadwick (1976): 136.  
118 Errington (2006): 205. 
119 Rodgers (1981): 94. 
120 Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 93 p 485. 
121 McLynn (1994): 217. See Liebeschuetz (2005): 349 for an additional summary. 
122 Escribano Paño (2019): 54 and notes.  
123 See Sordi (1982): 58-62; Palanque (1965): 259-261 for an additional summary of these problems. 



 

22 

 

himself. There is insufficient evidence to date Ambrose’s mission to a narrower time 

frame than 385/6. Ambrose’s letters are useful for discussing the immediate aftermath of 

the trial and execution of Priscillian, though not necessarily of the other Priscillianists, 

and for discussing other problems Maximus was having. 

However, Ambrose’s version of the second mission, to use Chadwick’s phrase, is 

“bizarre”.124 Ambrose stated he was there to retrieval the body of Gratian, but one can 

reasonably assume that this had been requested already and that Ambrose would have 

been less hostile if that was his real objective.125 Michael Proulx further pointed out that 

Ambrose admitted that he was never asked for his report on the 383 mission, and that 

Maximus did not treat him as a diplomat and allow him into the consistory.126 On the 

other hand, McLynn implied that Ambrose was the main diplomat, but he also argues 

that a close relationship between Ambrose and Valentinian II cannot be assumed because 

of relationship with Gratian.127 He elsewhere suggests that bishops were rarely invited 

into a consistory in the fourth century, and that the invitation issued to Ambrose in the 

early stages of the Basilica Crisis in 385 was probably the first time he had ever been 

invited.128 It seems odd, then, that Ambrose would be sent as the primary ambassador for 

either mission. I am inclined to agree with Proulx, then, that Victor and the unnamed 

elderly man were probably the actual, official ambassadors.129  

Other letters refer to the Priscillianists as well, but these post-date the original 

controversy. It is to Jerome that we owe our knowledge of Galla and her relationship to 

Priscillianism in his infamous letter to Ctesiphon regarding heresies.130 However, the 

letter dates to the 420s during the Pelagian debate. It is highly polemical and reflects the 

‘second wave’ of Priscillianism.131 Augustine’s letters to Consentius in the Balearic 

Islands on the Priscillianists are not useful since Consentius relies on second or third 

hand information that were part of a contemporary debate, which would require a 

 
124 Chadwick (1976): 135. See also Liebeschuetz (2005): 350-351. 
125 See Chadwick (1976): 135. See 134-136 for an excellent discussion on these events. 
126 Proulx (2010): 82-83. See also Pazdernik (2012): 104; Errington (2006): 202. Ausonius may have been 

a participant. Salzman and Roberts (2012): 36. Ambrose interacted primarily with praepositus cubiculi, 

negotiating entry to see Maximus. Ambrose Ep 30[24].1-3. 
127 McLynn (1994): 160-162. 
128 McLynn (1994): 173, 179. McLynn suggested that Ambrose’s appointment as an ambassador may have 

been part of a reconciliation process after the Basilica Crisis, and that there were not many resources in 

Milan by this point regardless. McLynn (1994): 217-218. 
129 Proulx (2010): 83. PLRE I Victor 6; PLRE I Anonymous 30. This Victor, listed as a comes in Gaul, is 

not to be confused with Maximus’ son Victor. Maximus’ son Victor. PLRE I Flavius Victor 14. Some 

think they are the same person. Sordi (1982): 53. 
130 Jerome Ep. 121.  
131 Jerome Ep. 133. See Ferreiro (1993): 310. See also Matthews (1975): 167-168. 
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separate work to discuss.132 The Priscillianism of those letters is not that of the original 

controversy. The original Priscillianist practices are more likely found in the Würzburg 

Corpus. 

 

The Würzburg Corpus 

The so-called Würzburg Corpus contains eleven pieces: an apology (Tractate 

(Tract.) 1), a letter to Damasus (Tract. 2), a book on faith and apocrypha (Tract. 3), tracts 

on Easter, Genesis, Exodus, the first and third psalms (Tract. 4-8), two tractates to the 

people (Tract. 9-10), and a blessing (Tract. 11). Most scholars agree that the first three 

tracts are either from Priscillian or one of his close associates, but the others are hard to 

date and have been subjected to debate on authorship.133 Tract. 3-11 also do not relate 

events of the controversy. The allegedly Priscillianist fragment from Orosius is of 

unknown origin, and there are concerns as its authenticity.134 I therefore primarily use the 

first two tractates to discuss the progression of the controversy, including the origin of 

the accusation of sorcery, sexual immorality, and Manichaeanism.  

There are serious problems with dating any of the tractates. Chadwick suggested 

Tract. 1 might have been submitted to the Council of Zaragoza in 380 or to the Synod of 

Bordeaux in 384.135 Marco Conti suggested around the Council of Bordeaux was more 

likely.136 Virginia Burrus, however, argued it was written before the consecration of 

Priscillian and in response to the violence in Mérida, which took place after the Council 

of Zaragoza.137 However, the only internal reference to an event is Ithacius’ accusations 

of sorcery, which does not give a date any more secure than after 380.138 I would argue 

that the suggested dates by Chadwick are equally possible. Regardless, the tractate is still 

useful for the kinds of accusations against Priscillian and their origins.139 Chadwick and 

Conti have dated Tract. 2 to either autumn 381 or spring 382, which van Waarden 

followed.140 I see no reason to dispute this dating. There is insufficient amount of 

evidence for any definitive dating, so I have placed discussions of Tract. 1 and 2 in the 

 
132 Van Dam (1986): 515. 
133 Van Dam (1985): 89; Burrus (1995): 3; Chadwick (1976): 58. I also exclude the prologues to the Ada 

Gospel Book, now known as the Priscillian Prologues. There is very little scholarship on them and no real 

evidence they came from Priscillian or his immediate circle. See Walker (1948) for a bibliography. 
134 Chadwick (1976): 191-206.  
135 Chadwick (1976): 47-51. Breyfogle (1995): 447. 
136 Conti (2010): 16-17. 
137 Burrus (1995): 56. See 56-69 a detailed analysis of Tract. 1.  
138 Priscillian Tract. 1.350-5. See Conti (2010): 16-17. 
139 Burrus (1995): 56.  
140 Chadwick (1976): 34-35; Conti (2010): 17; van Waarden (2014): 138. See Burrus (1995): 26 to c381. 
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subsections ‘381’ and ‘382’ with the awareness that the events described cannot be more 

firmly dated. Since Priscillian did not attend the Council of Zaragoza, Tract. 2 cannot be 

used to discuss that council.141  

As we can see, the number and kind of sources we have for each set of trials 

differs widely. In the chapter, ‘The Tetrarchic Trials (295-305)’, there are a variety of 

sources that can tell us about tetrarchic imperial ideology, but very few narrative sources 

that would allow us to reconstruct chronology with a high degree of certainty.142 After 

353, there are far more sources available. Reconstructing the historical reality behind our 

texts is always difficult, but it is an ever-illuminating process. Efforts like McLynn’s 

reconstruction of the events behind Ambrose’s De fide, for instance, can demonstrate a 

sharp contrast between historical reality and attempts to shape it by a specific text.143 

There is only one lacunose narrative of the Priscillianist trials, so it is necessary to 

compare these trials to other trials for similar crimes. To give context to Maximus’ 

decisions, and their similarity to long-standing imperial habits regarding dissent and 

deviancy, I have structured this thesis in chronological order. 

 

Structure 

Chapters 1 and 3 analyse known mass trials under the First Tetrarchy and under 

Constantius II. Chapter 2 covers the intermediary period between these two reigns, 

focussing on developing imperial rhetoric against sorcery, sexual immorality, and 

treason. Chapter 4 discusses the magic trials in context of Valentinian I’s other problems. 

Weaved into this analysis is the career of Maximus and his interactions with various 

groups who may have later supported his rebellion. Chapter 5 discusses the aftermath of 

Adrianople and how this environment led Maximus to Britain and to rebellion. Chapter 6 

discusses the Roman and ecclesiastical history of Hispania, and how they affected the 

behaviour of the participants at the Council of Zaragoza. The escalation of the 

controversy after 381 is placed alongside the serious political problems that influenced 

Gratian’s behaviour towards the Priscillianist controversy in Chapter 7. Chapter 8 

focuses on Maximus’ rebellion, his first embassies, and how these problems contributed 

to his decision to call for the Synod of Bordeaux. Chapter 9 discusses the Synod 

alongside other problems Maximus faced, including his later embassies, the various 

 
141 See also Burrus (1995): 28-29. 
142 See Corcoran (2000b): 1.  
143 McLynn (1994): 88-106. 
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reactions to his rebellion by his co-rulers, and possible incursions. This will take us to 

Chapter 10 on the Priscillianist trials themselves, how they likely developed, and what 

Maximus may or may not have known before he made his final verdicts. In Chapter 11, I 

analyse Maximus’ verdicts and how they compare to other imperial decisions in other 

known trials. Chapters 12 and 13 are dedicated to Maximus’ ideological justifications 

and his practical considerations for the verdicts. Finally, in Chapter 14 I conclude that the 

trials were predictable based on past precedent and contemporary events, and that 

accounting for the theatre of late antique rulership provides a nuanced understanding of 

why events like the Priscillianist trials occurred. For almost three hundred years after his 

execution, Priscillian was either an arch-heretic or a martyr; Maximus was remembered 

either as the last effective emperor in the west or as the first emperor to execute someone 

for heresy. Each of these identities is rooted heavily in varying perspectives of the 

Priscillianist controversy. The complex, contrasting ecclesiastical and political rhetoric 

that characterised the original controversy have been lost in these later identities and 

perspectives. This study is an attempt to recover the events and dialogues, and to explain 

why Maximus made his decisions against the Priscillianists.  
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1. The Tetrarchic Trials (295-305) 
And when he had been summoned by the master of ceremonies 

(which is the more honourable way) and had entered the council 

chamber, he was offered the purple to kiss much more graciously 

than ever before. Now it was the emperor Diocletian who was the 

first to introduce this foreign and royal form of adoration, 

whereas we have read that always before our emperors were 

saluted like the higher officials.1 

Maximus’ definition of rulership accounts for his verdicts against the 

Priscillianists, and that his understanding of what it meant to be emperor had its roots in 

the First Tetrarchy. Ancient and modern authors cite Diocletian as the origin of the 

intimidating, stylised monarchy described above by Ammianus and the rhetoric and 

pomp that went with it.2 I will briefly review the modern literature regarding the political 

and administrative changes, innovations to religion and law, and legislation on sexual 

morality under the First Tetrarchy before I analyse the tetrarchic reaction to the revolt in 

Egypt and the war with Persia. This will lay the groundwork for (post-) tetrarchic trial 

outbreaks like the Priscillianist trials. 

 

Scholarship on Tetrarchic Ideology 

 There is a growing amount of scholarship on tetrarchic ideology, but I will focus 

on centralisation, militarisation, and uniformity as key aspects to understanding how and 

why eliminating deviancy became so integral to late antique rulership. All three aspects 

have been discussed extensively by modern historians, but it is still necessary to briefly 

set them out to give context for the tetrarchic response in Egypt and the war with Persia. 

Centralisation under the First Tetrarchy was primarily achieved by envisioning 

the emperor as a semi- or quasi-divine figure, and the emperor was often visualised in 

religious terms. The institutionalisation of the emperor in this role was new but rested on 

pre-existing ideas and practices, including relationships between leaders and the divine, 

which gave social value and currency to tetrarchic claims and stated goals.3 The use of 

 
1 Ammianus 15.5.18. Translation by Rolfe. 
2 See also Eutropius 9.26; Corcoran (2000b): 3; Rees (2004): 46-48; Oakley (2010): 15; Mayer (2014): 

106-107; Wienand (2015): 3. For a more detailed chronology of the tetrarchic period up to the 

establishment of the Constantinian dynasty, see Vanderspoel (2020). 
3 See also Omissi (2018): 76; Canepa (2015): 161; Escribano Paño (1990): 254. Diocletianic administrative 

reforms also built on pre-existing procedures and offices, which Daniëlle Slootjes argues was the basis of 



 

27 

 

divine language and dominus in honorific inscriptions to emperors started under 

Commodus before it was officially adopted by Aurelian.4 The First Tetrarchy 

institutionalised the use of dominus alongside the new practice of using the majestic 

plural in laws.5 Aurelian had also diverted divine approval towards the office of emperor 

rather than the individual.6 Showing the tetrarchs as identical was Aurelian’s approach 

made physical, and emphasised the First Tetrarchy as a single, harmonious body.7 The 

tetrarchs innovatively used the signa Iovius and Herculis to define their relationships to 

each other and to the gods.8 The office of emperor and the duties it performed were not 

mundane and earthly, but had this unique connection to the divine.9 While the tetrarchs—

and their fourth-century successors—never explicitly called themselves divine, allusions 

to some kind of divinity or special relationship appear in the signa and in panegyrics.10 I 

add that it appears in imperial laws and in the surviving letters of Maximus.  

Monumental architecture and palace structures, especially in conjunction with 

ceremonial processions and gestures, were often designed to emphasise this extraordinary 

status.11 Correct performance was key in ceremonial for both emperor and participants, 

with the ever-present possibility for failure.12 One of the best surviving visual 

representations of imperial performance is at Luxor, where imperial activity continued 

until Constantius II.13 The procession at the temple at Luxor culminated in a niche 

 
its successes. Slootjes (2020): 259-260. I will argue something similar for the types of crimes emperors 

often targeted. 
4 Weisweiler (2016): 194-195.  
5 For the start of the majestic plural: Honoré (1994): 34. Socrates knew of the signa. Socrates HE 1.2. 
6 Rees (2004): 50-51; Mayer (2006): 193. Various media could still single out a specific emperor, but this 

was always in the framework of collegiate (singular) rule. Hekster, Betjes, Heijnen, Iannantuono, Jussen, 

Manders, and Syrbe (2019) provides an excellent analysis and bibliography of surviving sources. 
7 See also Rees (1993): 193. Most third-century emperors, like Diocletian, wore the radiate crown. See 

Howgego (1995): 79 for commonality of solar imagery, including Constantine I. See Vanderspoel (2020): 

24 for the First Tetrarchy as “remaining in theory a single imperial entity as a college”. The tetrarchs were 

also often shown holding an orb, representing universal dominion, and embraced one another, suggesting 

concordia. Rees (1993): 193; Rees (2004): 74; Canepa (2015): 164 for the nimbus. Maximus’ emphasis on 

harmony in his letters to Siricius and Valentinian II relied on language that had been standard for nearly a 

century. 
8 Leadbetter (2009): 55; Rees (2002): 32. See Weisweiler (2015): 20. 
9 See also Canepa (2015): 157. 
10 Rees (2004): 57; Rees (2002): 38, 49 on Pan. Lat. X(2); 81-83 on Pan. Lat. XI(3); 106-108, 117 on Pan. 

Lat. VIII(4); McFadden (2015a): 128-129 See Frakes (2011): 13-14 for religion in the discourse of power 

and legitimacy.  
11 For the Arch of Galerius, see Leadbetter (2009): 96; Rees (2004): 50. For Luxor, Art of Empire (2015) in 

general is an excellent resource. For palace structures and ceremonials, see Rees (2004): 47; Canepa 

(2015): 166-167; MacCormack (1981), especially 62-89; Flower (2019): 36, 41-55. Much of the tetrarchic 

changes were a “codification of practice”. Rees (2004): 56. For administrative changes, see: Robinson 

(1997): 17; Rees (2004): 26; Slootjes (2020): 266-273; for social consequences of these changes, see 

Lactantius DMP 7.1-5. 
12 McLynn (1994): 375-6. 
13 Heidel and Johnson (2015): 58. See Jones and McFadden (2015), M. Jones (2015), and De Cesaris, 
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mosaic of the emperors, which Susanna McFadden described as “a triumphalist homage 

to the majesty of the Tetrarchy” and Roger Rees as “rigidly hierarchical”.14 This rigid 

order and imperial majesty lasted throughout the fourth century.15 The unwillingness to 

tolerate disruption included religious disruption and disunity, as I will show. Maximus’ 

claims of a special relationship to the divine had, at its root, the much older idea that the 

emperor was somehow more.  

To support such claims of superiority and to discourage usurpation, military 

victory and the emphasis on the military in general became increasingly crucial and often 

directed imperial priorities. Emperors’ attempts to enforce uniformity, such as the 

persecutions, often started with the military. Military success was imperative to maintain 

tetrarchic claims of divine support as well as to discourage revolt. The creation of the 

tetrarchy on the feast day of Mars is symbolic of the tetrarchic claims of military success 

and divine support.16 It was important, then, that the emperor be seen on the front. 

According to one conservative estimate, in 290 alone Diocletian would have had to travel 

about 3500 miles to reach all the fronts where he is known to have been present.17 

Military victory became so vital that from 313 onwards defeating a Roman rival could be 

the subject of imperial monumental art and in panegyric.18 Emperors needed to ensure the 

loyalty and unity of the military in as many ways as possible. As I will show, the 

persecutions started within the military before expanding outwards. I will also argue that 

this same trajectory occurred in the Constantian trials (353-357) and likely occurred in 

the Priscillianist trials.  

The emperor’s role as the enforcer of Roman values and traditions and social 

order, as formulated in (post-) tetrarchic imperial ideology, required actively removing 

obstacles to uniformity and targeting forms of deviancy considered most threatening. 

Suppression of deviancy—or, to put it another way, suppression of internal ‘enemies’—

 
Sucato, and Ricchi (2015) for a history of the site.  
14 McFadden (2015a): 105; McFadden (2015b): 138-145; Rees (1993): 183-187. Order and hierarchy had 

been in the rhetoric of power since the second century CE, so, again, the First Tetrarchy institutionalised 

and developed a pre-existing trend. McFadden (2015a): 119, 129. 
15 McFadden compared the stylisation in the Luxor niche with the Codex Calendar of 354, the image of 

Constantius II in Ammianus, and the Missorium of Theodosius. McFadden (2015a): 120-121. 
16 Leadbetter (2009): 63. See also Mayer (2014): 106; Rees (1993): 195-196; Hekster, Betjes, Heijnen, 

Iannantuono, Jussen, Manders, and Syrbe (2019): 623-624. 
17 Rees (2002): 1. For extensive tetrarchic declarations of military victory, see Leadbetter (2000): 83-84. 

This may have included victories over revolts in Egypt, which would mean that Constantine I’s 313 

celebration over Maxentius had precedents, albeit smaller ones.  
18 The Arch of Constantine (313), Constantius II’s adventus (353), and Pacatus’ panegyric are the best 

examples. See Mayer (2006): 142, 147. For the centrality of military needs and imperial residencies from 

the First Tetrarchy to the end of the fourth century, see McEvoy (2020): 275-277; 277-307 for the 

Constantinian sons specifically.  
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thus became another way of demonstrating legitimacy. A good emperor removed 

obstacles to unity and threats to order by actively finding deviants and by issuing 

bombastic legislation demonising such groups regardless of whether the basis of their 

deviancy was actually a common or long-standing local practice. The time for allowing 

any regional variation was at an end, in no uncertain terms. In conjunction with the 

adaptions and changes discussed above, the (post-) tetrarchic formulation of the imperial 

duty to enforce order was considerably and noticeable different from what came before 

it, and it would prove dangerous to groups like the Priscillianists who did not meet 

imperial standards.  

Because of the religious basis of much of tetrarchic claims to legitimacy, legal 

pursuit of these deviants was also often framed as a kind of duty to the gods and, 

eventually, God. The First Tetrarchy presented themselves as lawgivers, especially by 

energic use of the rescript and petition system.19 Francesca Zanetti has already connected 

tetrarchic political ideology and its basis in traditional Roman values with tetrarchic 

claims of connection with the divine.20 What I am adding is that, in this sense, deviancy 

became a kind of internal enemy to the empire, the emperor, and the gods. (Post-) 

tetrarchic emperors’ ability to frame these narratives was made easier by building on pre-

existing ideas and beliefs, and because of the (re)framing of deviancy as deeply disloyal, 

disruptive, and deceptive. The number of people involved in a ‘deviant’ group like the 

Priscillianists was not necessarily relevant, just their presence was a sufficient affront.  

There were three primary categories of deviancy the First Tetrarchy targeted: 

sexual immorality, sorcery, and treason, and these three categories remained primary 

targets throughout the fourth century. I will discuss the literature surrounding each of 

these categories under the First Tetrarchy before I provide my own analysis of the 

persecutions of Manichaeans and Christians. I will demonstrate that the persecutions 

were likely initially part of a response to the problems in Egypt as well as multiple 

simultaneous revolts and wars. I will suggest that the tetrarchic response heavily 

resembles later mass trials in the fourth century, including the Priscillianist trials. First, I 

will discuss how the First Tetrarchy framed themselves as enforcers of tradition, 

particularly as the collective paterfamilias of the empire, and the justification for their 

pursuit of these specific kinds of criminals. 

The First Tetrarchy presented the empire as a family and the tetrarchs as fathers 

 
19 Rees (2004): 33. 
20 Zanetti (2018): 253.  
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to the Roman people, and this was a contributor to the imperial focus on sexual 

immorality. Diocletian united the First Tetrarchy by marriages, and the brotherly 

affection between Diocletian and Maximian, the senior Augusti, was broadcasted early as 

Rees has shown.21 Emperors and other elite men continued to use traditional paternalism 

and military models as male ideals as well as enforcing gender hierarchy.22 Bill 

Leadbetter noted that the epithet parentibus generis humani in Diocletian’s Price’s Edict 

suggested “watchful care, a duty to protect the weak, both from the strong and from 

themselves”.23 This paternalism overlaps with the imperial focus on sexual immorality 

and attempts at enforcing proper behaviour. The legal category of sexual immorality 

broadened in Late Antiquity and official attitudes grew less tolerant.24 Laws had widened 

the number of prohibited marriage partners by the early fifth century, including attempts 

to ban or strengthen controls of mixed social status marriages.25 The First Tetrarchy was 

certainly part of this trend. What changed under the First Tetrarchy was the degree to 

which the pursuit of sexual immorality became an explicit part of imperial duties. Sexual 

morality was central to a number of Diarchic and Tetrarchic rescripts to men and women, 

and of primary focus was reinforcing social boundaries and enforcing Roman gendered 

ideals.26 Asceticism and regional variation, as I will show, posed complex problems with 

enforcing these norms.  

Imperial attempts to regulate sorcery also often met with problems when imperial 

objectives did not match popular practice, and this could cause serious clashes between 

competing agendas and conceptions of acceptability. Social and religious changes could 

cause problems for emperors trying to enforce a specific understanding of acceptability. 

Theurgy, which had become increasingly popular since the third century, emphasised 

individual communion with the divine.27 Beleaguered emperors, already wary of treason, 

could interpret such independent, unsupervised actions as dangerous magical practices, 

 
21 Rees (2002): 53-54, on Pan. Lat.  X(2); Rees (2004): 72, 75; Leadbetter (2009): 182. See Lactantius 

DMP 8.1-3; Eutropius 9.22. For the dating of these marriages, see Leadbetter (1998). 
22 Boymel Kampen (2002): 7, 9. Rees further noted the monarchic use of concordia in reference to the 

emperors’ marriages. Rees (2002): 63, on Pan. Lat. X(2). 
23 Leadbetter (2009): 121. Patriotism expressed in terms of paternalism and family had been increasingly 

common for a considerable amount of time. Van Bremen (1983): 236.  
24 Gardner (1991): 33, 59. The financial side of marriages, including inheritance, was always of interest. 

Evans Grubbs (1993a): 122. Inheritance concerns also appear repeatedly. For present purposes, laws 

regulating women’s gifts and bequests in wills to the church and clergy are most relevant.  
25 Corbier (1991): 181; Evans Grubbs (1995): 261-316; Evans Grubbs (1993b): 134-150 for the third to 

fourth century until the end of the reign of Constantine I. 
26 For example: CJ 4.43.1; CJ 5.6.7; CJ 4.20.6; 2.20.5; 8.46.5; CJ 3.28.22, 3.28.17-20, 3.29.6-8.   
27 Leadbetter (2009): 124-5. There is also an increase in questions on theological issues at old and new sites 

of revelation or oracular utterances. Athanassiadi and Frede (1999): 15. For similar, see Fillin-Yeh (2002): 

1; Evans Grubbs (1995): 5. 
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and, in some cases, theurgic magic was used for divination.28 Imperial concerns, in turn, 

could then be misinterpreted by its targets: emperors could be used of taking advantage 

of the confiscation penalty for treason and sorcery.29 Ancient authors could interpret 

major events like the magic trials as nothing more than cash-grabs when, from the 

imperial perspective, such trials were central to their understanding of what an emperor 

was meant to do and needed to do. I will argue that this discrepancy occurred during the 

Priscillianist trials, as it had in past mass trials.  

While tetrarchic legislation against sexual immorality cannot be directly related to 

any trial series, the First Tetrarchy conceived of sexual immorality as a crime against the 

empire, and they considered it their duty to maintain Roman laws regarding sexual 

morality. The opening letter to CJ 5.4.17, concerning proscribed marriage practices, 

provides an excellent example. Its introduction states tetrarchic imperial ideology in full: 

Since it seems to Our pious and religious minds that those things 

established by Roman laws in a pure and holy manner are most 

venerable and must be guarded by the eternal religion, We 

believe it behoves Us not to ignore those things, which have been 

committed abominably and incestuously in the past by certain 

people…For it is not to be doubted that the immortal gods 

themselves will always be, as they always have been, favourable 

and propitiated toward the Roman glory, if We will ensure those 

joined under Our rule lead a life which is pious and religious and 

quiet and wholly chaste in all matters…30 

The tetrarchs appear as a “manifestation of divine order”, to borrow Francis 

Oakley’s phrase on Hellenistic kingship.31 The First Tetrarchy and their successors 

presented themselves as semi-divine or divine-like figures meant to protect order and 

traditional Roman values.32 This includes sexual immorality. The First Tetrarchy 

repeatedly used religious language, highlighting the piety of their actions, the right 

 
28 See also Matthews (1989): 223. 
29 de Blois (2007): 505. 
30 Coll. Leg. Mos. et Rom. 6.4.1, issued at Damascus and dated to 295. Translation by Robert Frakes. For 

full Latin text, see Appendix A. There is a debated rescript that survives in only a few manuscripts, one of 

which attributes it to the Diarchy. If it is Diarchic, then those born of (the emperors’ definition of) incest 

were already barred from several professions. See Corcoran (2000a).  
31 Oakley (2010): 34. 
32 See Weisweiler (2015): 18. See Weisweiler (2015) for the effects of this change on the aristocracy. 
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vengeance of their intentions, and the complete disgrace of the groups they targeted.33 

The tetrarchs’ rationale for the law is that it was necessary to ensure the favour of the 

gods, just like the Edict against the Manichaeans, which I discuss more below.34 The 

tetrarchs juxtaposed their “pious and religious minds” with the abominable and 

incestuous actions of “certain people”, a rather pejorative dismissal that further elevated 

the tetrarchs. Since the tetrarchs did not view this practice as legitimate, such a marriage 

was a form of stuprum like adultery and incest.35 The assurance that citizens can receive 

forgiveness through the tetrarchs’ personal clemency is far from the Augustus’ self-

presentation as ‘first citizen’.36 I argue here that this change is important because it 

situates the emperors as mediators of a moral universe in which they are, rhetorically at 

least, sole arbiters of worthiness and morality. This ties back towards centralisation under 

the First Tetrarchy. Maximus’ argument that the law, his duty as emperor, and the 

abominable behaviour of the Priscillianists left him no alternatives reflects these older 

ideas of the emperor as a pious judge and intermediary between the divine and the 

empire.  

I also emphasise that as far back as the First Tetrarchy, emperors made it an 

imperial prerogative to stamp out practices and behaviours that did not meet imperial 

definitions of sexual morality. Regional variation of marriage practices did exist.37 They 

certainly continued to exist, but what mattered to emperors was that all regional 

variations that did not meet their definition of acceptability according to Roman law had 

to cease. This issue got even more complex after the legalisation of Christianity and 

churches in different regions developed different understandings of acceptable marriages 

and celibacy.38 The “urgency of purpose” and “vengeful piety” of the marriage law have 

also been compared to the legislation against the Manichaeans and Christians, the Edicts 

on Prices, and, later Christian emperors on marriage and sexual morality.39 These 

behaviours and reactions are part of the overall view of the emperor as a mediator, a 

 
33 Quoniam piis religiosisque mentibus nostris ea, quae Romanis legibus caste sancteque sunt constituta 

venerabilia maxime videntur atque aeterna religione servanda, dissimulare ea, quae a quibusdam in 

praeteritum nefarie incesteque commissa sunt, non oportere credimus: cum vel cohibenda sunt vel etiam 

vindicanda, insurgere nos disciplina nostrorum temporum cohortatur. ita enim et ipsos inmortales deos 

Romano nomini, ut semper fuerunt, faventes atque placatos futuros esse non dubium est, si cunctos sub 

imperio nostro agentes piam religiosamque et quietam et castam in omnibus mere colere perspexerimus 

vitam. Forms of pius appear throughout. 
34 See Evans Grubbs (1993a): 121 for a similar argument. 
35 Gardner (1991): 37. 
36 Gardner (1991): 36. 
37 Evans Grubbs (1994): 367-368. 
38 For regional variation in churches and marriages, see Evans Grubbs (1994): 404-406. 
39 Evans Grubbs (1994): 385; Evans Grubbs (1993a): 121. 
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paterfamilias, and an enforcer of law and order. Some of these preoccupations were 

already in progress. Judith Evans Grubbs noted that the concern with female chastity in 

particular was already visible under the Severans but had become “particularly marked” 

in tetrarchic law.40 What individuals or groups like the Priscillianists were ‘actually’ 

doing was not relevant, and neither was the acceptability of Priscillianist practices in 

some regions of Hispania. Quite the contrary: the Priscillianists, like the tetrarchic 

marriage law, were an opportunity to advertise imperial prerogatives and dedication to 

enforcing Roman values.  

The last criminal category most targeted by the First Tetrarchy was treason, 

which was often framed as both an assault on the empire and on the imperial majesty, 

which now had a religious connotation to it. Treason, for present purposes, is defined to 

include revolts and usurpations, but also riots and acutely unRoman groups like the 

Manichaeans. As Daniel König argued, tetrarchic ideology linked piety—especially 

visible piety—with loyalty.41 This may help explain some of the bombastic language and 

harsh punishment in late antique laws, and the tendency to define both perceived 

problems as well as languages of power and difference in religious terminology.42 The 

tetrarchic response to the revolt in Egypt, which I will discuss next, makes more sense if 

we understand the overlapping and interlocking (post-) tetrarchic conceptions of piety, 

loyalty, and acceptable behaviour. It will also help us to understand how and why 

sorcery, sexual immorality, and treason could appear together so frequently in (post-) 

tetrarchic trial series. 

 

The Genesis of the (Post-) Tetrarchic Trial Series 

Surviving evidence between 293 and 305 suggests that the tetrarchy dealt with the 

stress of usurpations and wars by conducting mass trials for sorcery, unacceptable 

religions and religious practices, and treason in troublesome areas while simultaneously 

reorganising these areas to emphasise imperial control. In a wider context, all four 

tetrarchs were dealing with usurpations, revolts, and wars.43 I will focus on the east, as 

these areas are far better documented. The revolts of Domitius Domitanus and Aurelius 

 
40 Evans Grubbs (1993a): 137. 
41 König (2008): 4. For similar arguments, see Leadbetter (2009): 134 and Luijendijk (2008): 361. 
42 For similar arguments, see Escribano Paño (1990): 253-254. 
43 Galerius conducted campaigns against the Sasanians and Maximian and Constantius I dealt with 

problems in the west, including the usurpations of Carausius and Allectus in Britain. Cons. Const. 297, 

299; Eutropius 9.23; Nobbs (1986). 
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Achilleus in Egypt seem to have started in the Thebaid before spreading northwards, 

ending in Alexandria where both usurpers had extensive support.44 Diocletian personally 

went to Egypt in 297 to put down these revolts, which ended in extensive trials and 

crackdowns, especially in Alexandria.  

The immediate imperial response to the usurpations in Egypt was a quick series 

of trials, likely for treason. Eutropius described proscriptions and massacres throughout 

Egypt as a result of the revolt.45 Considering Alexandria appeared to support both 

usurpers, it is hardly surprising that Diocletian targeted it. Eutropius does not elaborate 

on what these ‘massacres’ were, but they must certainly have included trials for treason. I 

suggest that Eutropius condensed these massacres not only temporally, but also as to 

what these massacres and proscriptions included. Surviving evidence for the persecutions 

suggests that they may have started in relation to the revolt in Egypt and the war with 

Persia, likely on the basis of perceived subversive elements. Given the religious basis for 

tetrarchic claims to power, the focus on unacceptable religious practice as a sign of 

disloyalty is unsurprising. I will argue below that the persecutions, including the specific 

punishments used, set a precedent for how later emperors responded in similar periods. 

These trials and tests of loyalty were also part of the tetrarchic claim to divine support, 

and were thus, in part, demonstrations of the legitimacy of the tetrarchs.46 

The First Tetrarchy also targeted potentially disloyal soldiers based on their 

(un)willingness to publicly demonstrate what the emperors considered appropriate piety. 

The majority of emperors since 193 had been assassinated as a result of conspiracy 

among the troops, including at least two of Diocletian’s immediate predecessors.47 It is 

hardly surprising, then, that the first group targeted for potential disloyalty was the 

military, or that the primary concern was secrecy. Prior to the First Tetrarchy, there 

already was a close link between public service, Romanitas, religious observation, and 

the safety of the emperor and empire.48 In this sense, the tetrarchs were building on pre-

existing ideas when they decided to require a public sacrifice. What was new was having 

public sacrifice as the defined test of loyalty. Scholars have suggested 299 or 300 for the 

first of the purges of soldiers, but I suggest an earlier date between 295 and 297, which 

 
44 Nobbs (1986): 132. 
45 Eutropius 9.23. Diocletianus obsessum Alexandriae Achilleum octavo fere mense superavit eumque 

interfecit. Victoria acerbe usus est; totam Aegyptum gravibus proscriptionibus caedibusque foedavit. Eat 

amen occassione ordinavit provide multa et disposuit, quae ad nostrum aetatem manent. 
46 For a similar argument, see Frakes (2011): 13-14. 
47 Bird (1976): 125. See Bird (1976) for a reconstruction of the deaths of Carus, Numerian, and Carinus, 

including the role of Diocletian in at least the death of his rival for power, Aper.  
48 Kulikowski (2004): 31. 
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would account for the early military martyrdoms and would make sense as military 

regulation measures given the war with Persia in 296-298.49 The escalation of the 

requirement for sacrifice was likely exacerbated or instigated by the subsequent revolt in 

Egypt in 297. Paul Keresztes suggested that individual soldiers were likely removed first 

before the military-wide purge, and that this may be the context of martyrdoms of the 

Theban legionnaires and other, early military martyrdoms.50 I agree and highlight that the 

initial actions were small and based on individual refusal to sacrifice in context of 

multiple revolts and wars. The purges thus had both ideological and practical dimensions. 

It was only over the course of five to ten years that individual dismissals in the army 

became purges in the army, and before these purges and trials were expanded to civilian 

populations. As I will demonstrate, by the end of the fourth century this escalation period 

dramatically decreased as the willingness and ability of emperors to tolerate bad 

behaviour shrunk and as the legal category of ‘bad behaviour’ itself expanded. We will 

come back again and again to the perceived need for visibility, piety, and loyalty.  

The Edict against the Manichaeans was part of the religious basis of tetrarchic 

claims to authority but was also likely an extension of these dismissals and purges of the 

army based on unacceptable religious practice. The tetrarchic claims of a connection with 

the divine necessitated rooting out unacceptable or foreign elements, and the perceived 

need to do so was greater in periods of warfare and upheaval. Francesca Zanetti has also 

connected tetrarchic persecutions with the wider tetrarchic policy of reinforcing Roman 

deities.51 The Manichaeans were targeted first because the tetrarchs, especially 

Diocletian, associated the religion and the group with Persia while tensions with the 

Sasanians were high.52 The Edict against the Manichaeans was issued at Alexandria, 

meaning Diocletian was still in Egypt, likely dealing with the revolt and the proscriptions 

noted by Eutropius. I agree with L.D. Bruce, then, that the Edict against the Manichaeans 

was more likely issued in 297.53 If seen in this light, the Edict of the Manichaeans was 

part of an effort to guarantee loyalty after a revolt and during a war. In this sense, the 

 
49 Rees (2004): 60; Chron. pasch. 295, 297; Lactantius DMP 10.1-5. See Creed (1984): 91. Lactantius does 

not give dates and likely exaggerated how many were executed. Rees (2004): 65; Leadbetter (2009): 223. 
50 Keresztes (1983): 380.  
51 Zanetti (2018): 254. She adds that this included suppression of foreign religions like Manichaeanism but 

not Judaism.  
52 Zanetti has already pointed out the need to reinforce the eastern frontier in anticipation of war, which 

included military measures but also ensuring local loyalty. Zanetti (2018): 255-256. 
53 Bruce (1983): 336. See 337 for other scholars who have suggested this date as well. The Edict is found at 

Coll. Leg. Mos. et Rom. 15.3.1. See Appendix A for full Latin text. Not all agree on the year. For alternate 

dates, see Barnes (2012): n 15 p 48; Frakes (2011): 302. 
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edict served as a way of removing subversive elements while also uniting everyone else 

against an identified, if exaggerated, enemy element that the tetrarchs claimed were 

affront to the gods and to the empire. I will argue later that Maximus likely emphasised 

the Priscillianists as Manichaeanism for a similar purpose, and that his letter to Siricius 

also implies that his actions were according to divine will. 

Much of the language used in the Edict against the Manichaeans resembles later 

imperial edicts against deviancy, including Maximus’ letter to Siricius about the 

Priscillianists. The tetrarchs’ edict associated Manichaeanism with Persia and portrayed it 

as a groundless and horrendous innovation that was disruptive to peace, with the 

assumption that the Manichaeans were sent by Persia; Manichaeanism was, therefore, 

illegal.54 Samuel N.C. Lieu argued that the association with Persia was stressed because 

it made the group seem more suspicious and dangerous, thereby justifying the use of 

harsh punishments.55 Diocletian used multiple words to indicate the danger the group 

presented: Manichaeans were perverse, superstitious, and mad; these terms were later 

taken up by Christian leaders as well.56 They were also socially associated with orgies, 

mixed-gender praying while nude, and magic; the latter three were among the 

accusations and charges against Priscillian.57 The consistent use of language of 

uncleanliness from the period of the First Tetrarchy onwards would further consolidate 

the Manichaeans as a hostile, invading force.58 The complete repulsiveness of 

Manichaeanism and its various associations explain why Maximus’ accusations that 

‘Manichaeans’ had ‘infiltrated’ his territories would carry so much rhetorical weight.59 

They would also serve as support for his verdicts against the Priscillianists.  

The tetrarchs targeted Manichaean leadership and authors, and later emperors 

followed this path when dealing with not only Manichaeanism, but with subversive 

elements or groups in general. The tetrarchs specifically ordered the destruction of 

Manichaean writings and authors.60 I suggest that this was to prevent the spread of 

Manichaean ideas and to suppress the objectionable material, and that this was similar to 

 
54 Coll. Leg. Mos. et Rom. 15.3.3-4. Lieu (1992): 121; König (2008): 3-4; Rees (2004): 59. For 

Manichaeanism as an ‘innovation’, see Coyle (2009): 12-13.  
55 Lieu (1992): 122. 
56 Coll. Leg. Mos. et Rom. 15.3.1, 3; Coyle (2009): 10-12. Quaedam inanissima ac turpissima doctrinae 

superstitionis….pertinaciam pravae mentis… 
57 Breyfogle (1995): 445; Chadwick (1976): 143. For Manichaeans and sorcery, see Coyle (2009): 7. 
58 For an overview of the language of impurity and uncleanliness, see Coyle (2009): 18-22. 
59 Coll. Avell. 40.3-4. I will discuss this in more detail in Chapters 13 and 14. 
60 Coll. Leg. Mos. et Rom. 15.3.6. iubemus namque auctores quidem ac principes una cum abominandis 

scripturis eorum severiri poenae subici… 
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a method of purification already applied to magical texts and seditious texts.61 Leaders 

and ‘obstinate’ Manichaeans were to be executed; for higher status Manichaeans, 

confiscation to the treasury and sentencing to the mines was prescribed.62 The edict, as 

terrible as it is, focused primarily on leaders, propagation of ideas, and those consistently 

and actively opposing imperial edicts, not all Manichaeans uniformly. I will argue that 

eighty years later, Maximus would also largely target leaders and authors among the 

Priscillianists as a way of dismantling and destroying the group. I further suggest that the 

tetrarchic response to revolts and wars was not only action against the groups directly 

responsible for usurpations and disorder, but also to issue empire-wide crackdowns on 

what they considered subversive and deviant. Whether, like Maximus, they ‘found’ 

Manichaeans is less relevant that the willingness to use such methods to find internal 

enemies. Better documented mass trials show that, even when emperors explicitly 

targeted leaders and authors only, the door was left open for others to ‘find’ these 

enemies for their own purposes.  

The persecution of Christians likely grew out of both the proscriptions against the 

Manichaeans and the pre-existing requirement for public sacrifice, and the Christian 

persecutions largely resembled the Edict against the Manichaeans. I agree that the Edict 

against the Manichaeans worked as a legal precedent for the persecution of Christians in 

303, and was likely also in the context of newly rising tensions between Rome and 

Persia.63 Lactantius stated that the first purges of Christians were in Diocletian’s retinue 

and the army in context of problems in the East, likely referring to Persia and the revolt 

in Egypt.64 Bill Leadbetter noted the importance of public piety that the parental attitude 

of the First Tetrarchy imposed and the implied illegality of non-traditional religions.65 

Those who did not participate in required public religious rituals were not part of the 

 
61 For book-burning in general, Dirk Rohmann’s recent 2016 study is excellent. For burning magical or 

seditious material as purification and for censorship of objectionable texts, see Rohmann (2016): 1, 3. 
62 Coll. Leg. Mos. et Rom. 15.3.6-7.  
63 Lieu (1992): 124; Rees (2004): 58-59; König (2008): 4. Emperors had targeted Christians in empire-wide 

persecutions since Decius, who had also been the first to require public sacrifice, so the tetrarchic 

persecution had several legal precedents. Mertaniemi (2011): 136. See Rees (2004): 65 for the Decian and 

Valerian persecutions; Rives (1999) for the Decian persecution; Coleman-Norton (1966a): #3 and #5 p 8-

13, 16-7 for the Aurelian persecution. Haas suggests that the Valerian persecution was in the context of 

multiple invasions, inflation, and a plague, and people required a scapegoat (137-144). His analysis 

resembles several of the factors I will argue occurred during the multiple trial series I discuss, including the 

Priscillianist trials. 
64 Lactantius DMP 10.1-5. Sed universos qui errant in palatio iussit et in eos, si detrectassent, verberibus 

animadiverti, datisque ad praepositos litteris, etiam milities cogi ad nefanda sacrificia praecepit, ut qui non 

paruissent, militia solverentur. Lactantius’ chronology is quite condensed. 
65 Leadbetter (2009): 122-123, referring specifically to parentes generishumani in the Edict of Maximum 

Prices.  
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community.66 ‘Community’ in this case referred to the empire as a whole. The link 

between public service, Romanitas, and observation of religious ritual already existed.67 

This did not really change after Christianity, though there disagreements on the exact 

relationship between public good and orthodoxy.68 By refusing to sacrifice, Christians 

and others were a danger to the community, social order, and the overall wellbeing of the 

empire.69 The first of the four empire-wide edicts of the persecution was issued 23 

February, the Terminalia, which was associated with Jupiter.70 This use of the 

Terminalia demonstrated the public piety of the First Tetrarchy and the connections 

between the First Tetrarchy, the edicts, and the gods.71 In a way, it argued that the edict 

was in-line with the will of the gods. It was different from past attempts in terms of scale, 

but, importantly, the tetrarchic persecution was the first imperial attempt to destroy 

Christian buildings.72 I argue that this is a restriction of access to space. The persecution, 

like the Edict against the Manichaeans, also likely included the destruction of scriptures 

and various loss of rights in court for “persisting Christians”.73 The Christian persecution 

was a result of the imperial focus on appropriate piety and Roman values, and Christians 

who actively resisted these orders were treated as subversive elements.  

The First Tetrarchy also introduced far stricter controls over sorcery and 

astrology, which could and likely did overlap with the purges and persecutions. They had 

already made it clear that astrology would not be tolerated, though the surviving rescript 

is too short to come to further conclusions.74 It is worth pointing out that the law was 

issued in 294, a year after the creation of the First Tetrarchy and also in the midst of 

multiple military problems. The legal precedent of expanding bans on sorcery and 

astrology in such periods thus goes back at least to the inception of the First Tetrarchy. 

Alongside this ban was the first imperial order in Late Antiquity for book-burning: 

Manichaean and Christian texts as well as alchemical texts.75 Dirk Rohmann has already 

 
66 Kahlos (2011b): 259-260.  
67 Kulikowski (2004): 30-31. 
68 Humfress (2008): 132; Canepa (2015): 160-161; The link between piety and loyalty also did not change, 

just the inclusion of Christianity. Kahlos (2011b): 265-266. 
69 See Mertaniemi (2011): 141; Lieu (1992): 123; Hahn (2015): 379; Rohmann (2016): 27.  
70 Leadbetter (2009): 132; Cons. Const. 303; Lactantius DMP 12.1. 
71 For a similar argument, see Keresztes (1983): 381-382. 
72 Rohmann (2016): 27. 
73 Keresztes (1983): 382; Lactantius DMP 13. For how Christians reacted to these orders, see Luijendijk 

(2008). 
74 CJ 9.18.2. Artem geometriae discere atque exerceri publice intersit. ars autem mathematica damnabilis 

interdicta est. The previous, undated entry is from Antoninus and only states that it is worst to kill with 

poison than with a sword. CJ 9.18.1. Plus est hominem veneno extinguere quam occidere gladio.  
75 Rohmann (2016): 26-7. Christian emperors then burned heretical books. Flower (2013): 9. 
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connected Diocletian’s policy of burning alchemy books in Egypt with the rebellion in 

297.76 What such books were really used for were irrelevant, and subsequent mass trials 

like the magic trials show that mass trials included official supervision of book burning 

but also individual acts of book burning out of fear of being caught with potentially 

banned material. The fear caused by imperial actions like bans could sometimes out strip 

the actual terms of imperial enactments and actions. 

These various attempts at suppressing the revolt and subversive elements were 

also likely in conjunction with other imperial attempts at streamlining control over the 

eastern provinces, especially Egypt. Past scholarship has connected the Luxor cult centre 

with tetrarchic ideology and with re-establishing imperial control after the revolt.77 I 

would wholeheartedly agree with this analysis. Leadbetter argued that Maximianopolis, 

modern Qena, was renamed after Galerius sometime c296 and Thebais was created 

sometime between 295 and 298.78 I suggest both changes were likely linked to the 

revolt.79 I add that between Maximianopolis and Luxor was Diocletianopolis, formerly 

Apollonopolis Parva, modern Qus. Further, L.D. Bruce, following William Seston, 

suggested a Manichaean enclave in the Thebaid, at Hypselis.80 The economic importance 

of the area no doubt factored into these attempts at asserting imperial presence through 

naming and renaming, creating new administrative units, and strategic placement of cult 

centres.81 The tetrarchic response to the revolt and to the wars was to reassert imperial 

control through the treason trials, persecutions, crackdowns on sorcery, and imperial 

reorganisation. The various laws against sexual immorality may or may not be directly 

related to any of the wars or usurpations or to accusations among elites, but they are 

nonetheless important for understanding imperial prerogatives in highly stressful 

situations. I will argue that a similar sequence of events occurred in the Priscillianist 

trials, which also occurred after a usurpation. 

One last important element of the purges and persecutions is the possible role of 

 
76 Rohmann (2016): 28. 
77 Leadbetter (2000): 86; Jones and McFadden (2015): 5; Ruffini (2015): 15; Heidel and Johnson (2015): 

59. 
78 Leadbetter (2000): 85-86. 
79 For a similar argument, see Bird (2011): n 58 p 149. 
80 Bruce (1983): 343. I disagree that there was anything resembling Persian use of Manichaeans in Roman 

territory. Diocletian’s assertion that Manichaeans were Persian agents is an accusation designed to justify 

large scale persecutions. See Gardner and Lieu (2004): 119-125 for a selection of texts on Manichaeans in 

Egypt. 
81 For the economic importance of the Thebais, see Leadbetter (2000): 88-93, which Leadbetter includes as 

part of his analysis of the tetrarchic response to the revolts. I will do the same in my final analysis of the 

verdicts against the Priscillianists. 
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officials in encouraging trials. Bruce suggests that the Julianus who received the Edict 

against the Manichaeans was among those Lactantius referred to when he stated that 

senators were often charged or accused of treason based on fabricated evidence.82 If so, 

Eutropius’ vague description of proscriptions and trials, like later trials, encompassed 

widespread accusations of treason, and not all of them were based on facts or were a 

result of imperial officials. This occurred in every trial series in this study. Galerius had a 

more severe position against Christians than Diocletian, and he was accused by 

Lactantius of setting the fires at the palace in Nicomedia that were eventually, and 

perhaps conveniently, blamed on Christians.83 These accusations were then used to justify 

expanding the persecutions of Christians. Keresztes has also suggested the possibility 

that Hierocles, a high official and known anti-Christian, may have advocated for the 

persecutions between the early military purges and the Great Persecution.84 In other 

words, the persecutions may have been partially instigated by a small handful of imperial 

officials who had their own reasons for wanting to expand the trials, and recent imperial 

reactions to a revolt presented an opportunity to do so. This manipulation by other 

officials occurs far more clearly in the Constantian trials and the magic trials, and it may 

have occurred in the Priscillianist trials as well.  

 

Conclusions 

After a major revolt in Egypt and the war with Persia, the tetrarchic response was 

to issue a flurry of legislation against subversive elements, and it is this massive response 

that served as a blueprint for later emperors. The military was targeted first, then likely 

the aristocracy. This is logical. Emperors had always required the loyalties of both 

groups.85 What was new was the use of publicising trials on such a large scale, across 

such a broad range of behaviours, and with increasingly harsh penalties. What had started 

out as a crackdown on treason after a usurpation in a specific location (Alexandria), 

expanded into opposition to imperial commands to sacrifice among the military as a sign 

of loyalty. This order to sacrifice was then expanded into the civilian population, before 

the tetrarchs targeted associated areas of deviant behaviour (Manichaeanism, sorcery, 

Christians) across an increasingly wider area (Egypt, empire). I will show in the final 

 
82 Bruce (1983): 342-343.  
83 Lactantius DMP 11.1-3 and 14-5; Keresztes (1983): 382.  
84 Keresztes (1983): 381. 
85 Errington (2006): 15.  
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chapters of this study that Maximus’ approach to the Priscillianists shares many of these 

same features: targeting leaders, space, and writing, with the later addition of financing; 

high sensitivity to accusations of deviancy and subversive behaviour; likely 

reorganisation of the area most responsible for the perceived problems; initial targeting 

of subversive elements in the military and the bureaucracy before expansion into civilian 

populations; demonstration of imperial authority in the face of threats to its legitimacy; 

the need to remove subversive elements to retain divine favour; and the likely 

interference of officials in perpetuating or expanding trials.  

Three things can be concluded about the genesis of the post-tetrarchic trial series: 

first, they were part of a response to usurpations and wars. They had context and were 

responses to specific situations. Second, the First Tetrarchy targeted the military first and 

then gradually built up to including the civilian population. Trial series like the 

Priscillianist trials took time to develop even if we have lost information about the 

progression of imperial investigations. Third, there was a difference between how the 

First Tetrarchy treated and conceptualised Manichaeans and Christians: Christians 

practiced an unacceptable innovation that could be remedied by publicly practicing the 

imperial definition of piety, namely, sacrifice. Manichaeanism was a foreign religion 

strongly associated with sexual immorality, treason, and sorcery, and was thus entirely 

illegal.86 There is confusion surrounding the place of heresy in the Priscillianists’ verdicts 

because modern historians have assumed the ecclesiastical definition of Manichaeanism 

rather than this civil tradition. Maximus’ letter to Siricius and his verdicts bear a far 

greater resemblance to tetrarchic treatment of Manichaeanism and sorcery than they do tp 

any treatment of heresy. 

 
86 For similar, see Rees (2004): 58-9. 
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2. Intermediary Period I: The Second 

Tetrarchy to the Fall of Magnentius 

(305-353) 
While there is insufficient evidence of any mass trials before the fall of the 

usurper Magnentius in 353, there is plentiful evidence of the development of (post-) 

tetrarchic imperial rhetoric and legal treatment of sorcery, sexual immorality, and 

treason. The development of rhetoric on unity/legitimacy and disunity/illegitimacy in this 

period was also a development of the earlier tetrarchic emphasis on unity and its 

treatment of subversive elements.   

 

Second and Third Tetrarchies (305-313) 

The importance of the Second and Third Tetrarchies is that their collapse 

highlights the shift from a collective claim to authority towards individual claim to 

authority based on the ability to perform a set of criteria. This is to say that this period is 

the start of the shift from tetrarchic imperial ideology to post-tetrarchic imperial 

ideology. There were no mechanisms to prevent the army from raising Constantine I after 

the unexpected death of Constantius I in 306, nor was there a way to handle such a crisis 

in a way that ensured the maintenance of the tetrarchic model—that is, the emperor as a 

unified, singular body.1 Further, Galerius’ decision to accept Constantine I as Caesar, 

thus creating the Third Tetrarchy, gave such elevations legitimacy.2 Multiple civil wars 

ensued from 306 until the end of the tetrarchic period in 313.3 Despite this, imperial 

rhetoric of unity and the spectre of harmony within the imperial college remained all 

important. I agree with Rees that maintaining the appearance of harmony was likely why 

Galerius accepted Constantine I despite the illegality of his elevation and why he 

legalised Christianity in 311.4 I argue, however, that, as the original tetrarchic model 

broke down, rulers asserted their legitimacy by claiming their individual ability to 

 
1 Eutropius 10.2. 
2 See also Lee (2015): 102.  
3 Lactantius DMP 24-26; Eutropius 10.2-6; Origo Cons. Imp. 3-4. Omissi provides a summary and 

explanation of these events and how panegyricists treated these problems. Omissi (2018): 103-152. Valerio 

Massimo Minale described Maximin Daia, who died in 313, as the last of the tetrarchs. Minale (2018): 37-

38. 
4 Lactantius DMP 25, 33.11-35.2. Rees (2004): 68, 84. Galerius’ decree highlights the public good of 

religiosity, including Christianity, while still openly acknowledging his belief in the irrationality and vanity 

of Christians in abandoning ancient practice. See especially DMP 34.1-2. 
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perform tetrarchic imperial ideology.5 A level of recognisability and continuity was 

necessary to legitimation of dynasties.6 I argue here that this is applied to the transition 

into the Third Tetrarchy, as emperors like Constantine I and Maximin Daia gradually 

shifted away from claiming legitimacy based on being a member of the tetrarchic 

collective towards legitimacy based on ability to perform tetrarchic criteria. Recognition 

from co-rulers was still vital, but ultimately legitimacy gradually shifted towards 

individual claims and a gradual shift back towards the more familiar hereditary 

dynasticism. 

Unfortunately, there are too few sources to make many conclusions how the 

persecutions during the Second and Third Tetrarchies related to claims of legitimacy.7 

Maximin Daia, despite Galerius’ legalisation of Christianity, reinstituted the 

persecution.8 Valerio Massimo Minale noted the similarity between some of Maximin 

Daia’s surviving legislation and the Edict against the Manichaeans, including language of 

impurity and impiety, maintaining divine favour, rewards for piety and devotion to the 

emperors, and the use of banishment for those who refused to abandon Manichaeanism.9 

This would correspond with the punishments of some of the Priscillianists. The return to 

hereditary dynasticism after the deaths of Maximin Daia and Maxentius in 313 created a 

different set of difficulties in arguing for legitimacy. 

 

Constantine I and Licinius (313-324) 

The nascent dynasties of Constantine I and Licinius required demonstrating the 

legitimacy of untried individuals. Crispus, Constantine II, Licinius II were all proclaimed 

Caesars in 318 and, after the final war with Licinius in 324, Constantine I elevated 

Constantius II also.10 Since they were all young, it took time to display martial valour and 

other (post-) tetrarchic qualities. There was also confusion as to what roles these young 

 
5 Joachim Szidat described the period after tetrarchic rule as "a regime of shared imperial rule". Szidat 

(2015): 120. What I am describing here is the growing competitive relationships within the Third Tetrarchy 

despite the rhetoric of unity. The absence of concordia in the panegyrics to Constantine I in 310 and 311, 

and the changing appearance in visual art of Constantine I also illustrates the move towards individual 

demonstration of suitability for rule. Rees (2004): 76; Weisweiler (2015): 20-21. 
6 Leppin (2007): 34. 
7 Eutropius 9.27-10.1; Socrates 1.2; Origo Cons. Imp. 1-2.  
8 Lactantius DMP 36.3; Rees (2004): 68. For the continuation of the persecution, see Keresztes (1983): 

384-393. For Maximin Daia’s responses to provincial anti-Christian petitions, see Mitchell (1988) and 

Minale (2018). 
9 Minale (2018): 44-46.  
10 Cons. Const. 318, 324; Chron. pasch. 317. The Chron. pasch. misplaced Constantius II and Constans. 

Chron. pasch. 317 n 35. Eutropius 10.5 for the final civil war between Constantine I and Licinius I. 

Socrates HE 3-4. See Corcoran (1993): 98 for a timeline of this period. 
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Caesars were supposed to perform.11 Other methods needed to be utilised. Emperors 

likely used silver largitio, which appear only in the fourth century, to cement 

relationships with elites and to demonstrate the elevation of the emperor.12 I suggest that 

emperors may have also used them to help gain support for young Caesars or emperors. 

Ten of the nineteen surviving largitio hoards are from Licinius with the rest from 

Constans, Constantius II, Valentinian I or II, and Theodosius.13 These are all emperors 

with highly unstable reigns and had, or were themselves, a child Caesar or Augustus. The 

ceremonial surrounding the bestowal of such gifts reinforced imperial majesty and the 

cooperation of other groups.14 Anything that disrupted access to the resources for these 

ceremonies and for the imperial government could not be tolerated. Mining in general 

was thus a concern throughout the fourth century.15 I will argue that Maximus may have 

considered the Priscillianist controversy a potential threat to imperial access to precious 

resources, which he desperately needed despite claims of divine support.  

Both Constantine I and Licinius used language of uniformity and harmony within 

their own territories as a sign of their legitimacy, and emperors continued to do so 

afterwards, including Maximus. This is a continuation and development of the tetrarchic 

criteria to promote harmony and unity. The so-called Edict of Milan highlighted 

universal harmony and the power of the emperors to bring peace to the people through 

universal religiosity.16 As we saw with the tetrarchs, emperors argued in laws that they 

had a unique ability to offer peace, and their claim to legitimacy was based heavily in 

religious language and piety. This language of uniformity and harmony was also applied 

to the churches within an emperor’s territory. Constantine I’s letters about the Donatist 

controversy emphasised unity, and his stated reason for calling for the Council of Arles 

in 314 was to end disputes as quickly as possible.17 Disunity of any kind was 

 
11 McEvoy (2013): 5-7. This confusion of expectations also occurred with Gratian and Valentinian II, as I 

will discuss in Chapter 5. 
12 Leader-Newby (2004): 2-3, 14-15. See also Carson (1990): 246. 
13 Leader-Newby (2004): 14.  
14 Lee (2015): 105-112. These efforts had to be highly visible, and emperors had to be seen. Jovian, for 

instance, travelled speedily in order to build these relationships as quickly as possible. Errington (2006): 

19. 
15 See CTh 10.19.1-11.  
16 Lactantius DMP 48. Michele Giagnorio argued that the Edict reflects the general belief in the pax 

deorum and the need for divine support to ensure the safety of empire. Giagnorio (2018): 138. This seems 

to have included the Manichaeans. Lieu (1992): 125-126. See Giagnorio (2018) for the problems of the 

edict and the tactics it uses. The argument has also been made that Constantine I acted like previous 

emperors towards their patron gods, as in his some of his letters. Cameron and Hall (1999): 240, pointing 

to his letter to the provincials of Palestine in Eusebius VC 2.24.2. 
17 Coleman-Norton (1966a): #17-20, p 46-62 and #22, p 65-6. Major church councils sponsored by the 

emperor seem to appear quickly after a usurpation or civil war: Arles in 313; Nicaea in 325; Antioch and 

Serdica in 341 and 342; several in the 350s; Constantinople in 381; and Bordeaux in 384, which dealt with 
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unacceptable, and the possible negative ‘press’ about the ongoing conflict could reflect 

poorly on the emperor even if the controversy was highly local.  

Conversely, accusing an imperial rival of causing disunity was a sufficient means of 

de-legitimation, but imperial attempts to adapt this language to Christian groups and 

intra-Christian disputes could cause issues. Eusebius and others called Licinius 

‘illegitimate’ and a ‘usurper’ because he supposedly caused religious disruption.18 This is 

a reflection both of traditions of conceptualising tyrants as impious but I add is also a 

reflection of tetrarchic emphases on unity, religious unity, and the linkage of both to 

legitimate authority.19 This is a portrait that Constantine I himself seems to have made no 

effort to supress, and, indeed, he may have encouraged it. I argue that this growing habit 

should be seen in conjunction with the increasing willingness to celebrate victory in civil 

wars.20 The Arch of Constantine was dedicated to Constantine I’s defeat of Maxentius in 

313, Constantius II had an adventus in 357; and Theodosius had an adventus and a 

monument.21 Panegyrics would be given at these events. Emperors with tenuous or 

challenged legitimacy could combine accusations of disunity against rivals with 

demonstrations of military superiority. Maximus made similar arguments. Constantine I 

also accused Christian groups outside of the imperial church as deliberately disruptive 

and thus illegitimate, but this would eventually contribute to controversies about the 

ecclesiastical-civil divide, including the aftermath of the Priscillianist trials. CTh 16.2.2 

exempted clerics from compulsory public services but CTh 16.2.3 shows decurions were 

trying to evade those services by joining the church. Such problems reoccur throughout 

the fourth century. Priscillian himself was likely accused of becoming a ‘monk’ out of 

laziness and vanity.22 Constantine I, however, generally avoided using pejorative 

language against Christian groups he considered unacceptable. Only CTh 16.2.1 does so 

(haeretica), but the fragment has manuscript and dating issues. If the law was to the 

 
the Priscillianists. 
18 Eusebius HE 10.8.1-5. Origo Const. Imp. 5; Chron. pasch. 324; Corcoran (2000b): 9; Corcoran (1993): 

98. The development of panegyrics and ideal Christian rulers in panegyrics is outside of the scope of this 

study. This study focuses on the imperial perspective, not the ecclesiastical view. See Flower (2013): 44-55 

for panegyric manuals, 64-67 for Lactantius’ constructions of a good Christian ruler, and 70-7 for Eusebian 

constructions of a good Christian ruler. 
19 Escribano Paño (1990): 255-257 on precedents of ‘tyrants’ as impious. The attacks on Licinius and the 

formulation of rival emperors as religious disruptors is therefore an adaptation.  
20 Origo Const. Imp. 5; Mayer (2006): 149; Canepa (2015): 165; Humphries (2015): 157-158 for 

Constantine I’s triumph over Maxentius, 158-160 for Constantius II over Magnentius, and 160-161 for 

Theodosius over Maximus. 
21 Mayer (2006): 146. The earlier panegyric and gold medallions of Constantius I overlook the civil war. 

Mayer (2006): 146-147. 
22 Council of Zaragoza Canon Six PL 84: 303.316d. 
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proconsul of Africa, haeretica might refer to the Donatists.23 If so, Constantine I used 

haeretica to accuse those outside the Catholic Church as deliberately disrupting the 

peace. Here, the ‘Catholic Church’ was a symbol and extension of imperial authority and 

challenges to it were challenges against imperial authority, and thus not legitimate.24 

What mattered was resistance to imperial definitions of acceptable piety and behaviour, 

and social order. 

The growing tension between Constantine I and Licinius manifested in increasingly 

hostile legal output, again targeting the three primary forms of deviancy: sorcery, sexual 

immorality, and treason.25 Reitzenstein-Ronning noted a spike in the number of laws in 

the decade following the death of Maxentius in 313.26 I argue that this occurs frequently 

after civil wars and at the start of new reigns. It certainly occurred again under 

Valentinian I and Valens and under Theodosius, as we will see. Such spikes served a 

variety of purposes, and in the context of this period, legislation often reflected concerns 

about usurpation and civil war. Libanius associated Constantine I’s fixation on 

soothsayers with his fears of divination, usurpers, and conspiracies.27 Emperors were 

acutely sensitive to sorcery and treason, particularly accusations of these crimes against 

aristocrats and other social elites.28 Like all other fourth-century emperors, the concern 

with divination especially is the concern with good, legal practices and bad, illegal 

practices, the latter associated with social disorder and conspiracy.29 This is logical and 

traditional, and there is no reason to assume Maximus was any different. The presence of 

a rival co-ruler made these traditional concerns with secrecy and conspiracy all the more 

acute. 

What Constantine I introduced in this period was the use of blanket punishments 

for these crimes. Soothsayers were burned alive for entering another’s house for any 

reason, their summoner exiled with their property confiscated. Informants of such crimes 

were commended, which I would argue increased rather than decreased tension.30 CTh 

 
23 Pharr (1952): n 2 and n 4. Dated to 313? 
24 See also Hunt (1993): 155-156; Cameron and Hall (1999): 308, on Eusebius VC 3.64.1,3; Evans Grubbs 

(1993a): 140, who argues that, generally, Constantine I granted privileges to Christian groups whose 

Christianity he recognized. 
25 See also Reitzenstein-Ronning (2015): 267. For a broader study, see 268-278 for laws targeting abuses 

by officials, and 278-282 for sexual immorality.  
26 Reitzenstein-Ronning (2015): n 42 p 275.  
27 Libanius Or. 19.20. 
28 Reitzenstein-Ronning (2015): 275. 
29 For similar, see Hunt (1993): 146; Hunt (2007): 73. 
30 CTh 9.16.1. Informants were often the reason imperial investigations expanded, as we will see in the 

Constantian trials and magic trials. 
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9.16.2 expanded this ban by adding priests (sacerdotes).31 Constantine I differentiated 

between acceptable public rites of state soothsayers and banned individual, domestic 

sacrifices, again reflecting concerns with privacy and conspiracy. CTh 9.16.3 also 

repeated traditional distinctions between legal and illegal magic but added in practices 

that caused bodily harm or incited lust, reflecting the focus on sexual morality that 

loomed large throughout the fourth century. All three laws date from 319-324, a period 

of rising tensions and eventual civil war. They were, therefore, attempts to contain 

potentially treasonous behaviours by uniformly using harsher punishments, social 

exclusion, and isolation against perpetrators.32 Constantine I also refused pardon for 

adultery, murder, tomb disruption, and sorcery.33 These crimes will appear repeatedly in 

more or less the same form, with increasingly harsh penalties. Whether these penalties 

resulted in mass trials under Constantine I is likely. 

In this same context of escalating civil war, the total authority of the emperor was 

made far more explicit, with greater promises for loyalists and harsher penalties for 

criminals. This is an extension of the tetrarchic elevation of the emperor and the 

pejorative dismissal of offenders to imperial majesty. Constantine I, a former tetrarch, in 

this period argued that only emperors could make exceptions to the law.34 Reitzenstein-

Ronning has already noted Constantinian restrictions on judicial discretion and the 

importance of imperial performance of “state vengeance” against criminals and “‘a 

theater of punishment’”.35 I add two things: the emphasis here on theatre and “state 

vengeance” is essentially tetrarchic language and ideology. The tetrarchs promised 

punishment for offenders and there was a theatrical element attached to the requirements 

for forgiveness. Constantine I elaborated on these behaviours, but these certainly do not 

originate with him. Second, it should be emphasised that the restriction of judicial 

discretion was also a restriction on flexibility. Harsher penalties could more easily 

become the norm, and the relatively rare opportunity for emperors to make examples out 

 
31 Pharr understood this as pagan priests based on the assumption that Constantine I legislated solely as an 

exclusivist Christian. However, Constantine I elsewhere ordered the observation of the ancient rites, which 

included soothsaying, after lightning struck the palace. CTh 16.10.1. Usurpatio in CTh 9.16.2 more like 

means ‘to use’ or ‘to practice’ rather than the more clearly pejorative meaning of ‘to seize’ or Pharr’s 

choice of ‘perversion’. See Escribano Paño (1990): 250 for a short bibliography on usurpare. She uses it in 

a discussion of the ambiguity of the term in relation to usurpers.   
32 Origo Const. Imp. 5. See also Reitzenstein-Ronning (2015): 286. See Appendix A for the Latin text. 
33 CTh 9.40.1 (315; 314); 11.36.1 (315; 314); 9.38.1 (322). 
34 CTh 1.2.3; CJ 1.14.1. Dated to 316; 317-8. See Appendix A for the Latin text. See also CJ 8.10.6 (321); 

CJ 3.12.3 (321); CTh 1.4.1 (321; 324). 
35 Reitzenstein-Ronning (2015): 283, 286-287.  
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of criminals had more rhetorical and theatrical value.36 As we will see in the magic trials, 

emperors dismissed officials for not being harsh enough on offenders. Loyalists, 

however, could expect greater rewards for ‘finding’ offenders. Starting around 321, 

Constantine I began his reforms to administration and the senatorial order.37 These 

reforms judged the individual worth based on their “imagined closeness to a divine 

emperor.”38 In context, this was likely intended to further ensure the loyalty of 

aristocrats. I argue further that this also contributed to the expansion of later mass trials. 

Subsequent decades suggest that officials co-opted imperial theatre for themselves and 

tried to use it to gain closer access to the emperor and to gain promotions. This system of 

imagined proximity did not disappear after the final civil war between Constantine I and 

Licinius in 324. 

 

Constantine I (324-337) 

After the fall of Licinius in 324, Constantine I in his sole rule promoted harmony by 

using universally recognisable symbols and by encouraging unity within and between 

religious groups, much as he had before. As Simon Corcoran has stated, such periods 

were dangerous: a level of damnatio memoriae was necessary as perhaps was a purge, 

but surges in accusations and instability caused by the erasure of the fallen emperor’s 

laws needed to be tempered.39 All of the mass trials in this study, in fact, were partially 

caused by accusations amongst the aristocracy and other groups of disloyalty, sorcery, 

and sexual immorality after the collapse of a regime. Constantine I emphasized unity 

primarily through universal symbols. His final portraiture further associated the imperial 

body with the divine by the upward gaze and youthful face, echoing Augustan imagery.40 

The crown and the upward gaze adopted by Constantine I and used by all of his 

successors completed the process begun by Diocletian.41 Continuity and unity were 

emphasised. Constantine I kept Jewish priests and patriarchs’ exemptions from public 

service, similar to exemptions given to their Christian counterparts.42 His punishment of 

Jews who attacked Christian converts was primarily about preventing conflict, not taking 

 
36 Compare with McLynn (1994): 5.  
37 Weisweiler (2015): 24-30. 
38 Weisweiler (2015): 26. See 26-41 for elite adoption and adaptation.  
39 Corcoran (1993): 100. 
40 Boymel Kampen (2002): 7; King (1999): 129 on Augustan portraiture. 
41 Mayer (2006): 149; Weisweiler (2015): 21; Weisweiler (2016): 195; Wienand (2015): 4. 
42 CTh 16.8.2 and CTh 16.8.4, as opposed to non-clergy (CTh 16.8.3). 
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sides.43 Zanetti has argued that Constantine I overall strategy was the same as the First 

Tetrarchy, the specific cult the emperor preferred was the major change.44 Legitimacy 

was still heavily informed by rhetoric of unity.  

Constantine I still framed the empire as a unified family and explicitly used 

gendered stereotypes as the imperial definitions of expected gendered behaviour. Of the 

surviving laws from 330 alone, roughly a quarter are on the family or on sexual 

relationships.45 Reitzenstein-Ronning summarised Constantinian legislation on raptus as 

reinforcing the family, and class and gendered roles.46 He described CTh 9.24.1, an ad 

populum edict on raptus of virgins and widows, as reinforcing multiple female 

stereotypes, especially those that undermined the authority of the paterfamilias.47 He 

maintained Augustus’ marriage laws banning elites marrying certain classes.48 Imperial 

concerns with gendered roles, protecting the traditional family, and sexual immorality 

thus had a very long history. However, they were now backed by an emperor who saw it 

as part of his duty to find sexual immorality, a kind of deviancy emperors angrily argued 

was against both piety and order. This vociferous and even vengeful approach goes back 

to the First Tetrarchy, including the tetrarchic marriage law.49 As with the tetrarchic 

marriage law, imperial attempts at curbing social mobility by preventing inter-class 

marriages could and did clash with popular perceptions of social acceptability.50 The 

difference between Priscillianist understandings of appropriate gendered behaviour and 

those of emperors was not unusual. Several laws in 326 also reinforce social class of 

 
43 CTh 16.8.5. For similar, see Zanetti (2018): 257-258, 269-270; Rohmann (2016): 31. 
44 Zanetti (2018): 256-257. 
45 Evans Grubbs (1993a): 120. 
46 Reitzenstein-Ronning (2015): 282. See also Evans Grubbs (1993a): 130-133. For a similar focus on class 

and raptus, see CTh 4.12.1. Evans Grubbs (1995): 264-265. See also CTh 1.22.1; CJ 2.12.21. See also 

Evans Grubbs (1993a): 136-137 for laws on female behaviour. 
47 Reitzenstein-Ronning (2015): 280. He argued that the punishments seem to have been so severe that CTh 

9.42.2 was issued to lessen them, possibly in response to resistance. See also Dixon (2001): 53. 
48 Gardner (1991): 32 and n 80 p 60. See also Evans Grubbs (1994): 387; Evans Grubbs (1993a): 120-123, 

131-133; Evans Grubbs (1995): 103-139. Constantine I did remove the penalty on childlessness in CTh 

8.16.1, but this primarily benefited the aristocracy, and should not be attributed solely to Christianity as 

Eusebius implied. Eusebius VC 4.26.1-4; Evans Grubbs (1994): 386; Evans Grubbs (1993a): 123-126, 139; 

Evans Grubbs (1995): 118-139; Cameron and Hall (1999): 322. Constantine I specified crucifixion as 

punishment (CTh 9.5.1), and not all Christians had the same view of celibacy and marriage. See Matthews 

(2000): 254-270 on CTh 9.5.1. CTh 8.17.2 and CTh 9.42.9.1 show that the lex Papia was still in force. 

Harries (2010): 82-83. See Gardner (1991): 77 and Evans Grubbs (1995): 103-112 for brief summaries of 

histories of the Lex Iulia et Papia. 
49 For a similar argument, see Evans Grubbs (1993a): 121, 124. Evans Grubbs also connects Constantinian 

laws on marriages and sexual immorality with the tetrarchic marriage law. I point out that the hostility to 

non-Roman legal marriages is also present in the tetrarchic marriage law, and is not particular to 

Constantine I. See also Evans Grubbs (1995): 112. 
50 Evans Grubbs (1993a): 132-133. Evans Grubbs connects these issues specifically to the crisis of the third 

century and the social upheaval it created. 
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women through legislation amending classes of women who could be accused of 

adultery.51 The penalty for adultery was always harsh, especially if it overlapped with 

other crimes like sorcery; this was not changed by Constantine I or his successors, 

including Maximus.52 The prosecution and execution of elite women for sexual 

immorality in the Priscillianist trials is therefore unsurprising, and neither is the evidently 

genuine belief of Priscillian that he had done nothing unacceptable.  

Related to these laws is the portrayal of maladministration as a kind of family 

betrayal. Reitzenstein-Ronning argued that Constantine I portrayed administrative abuses 

as “a kind of ‘family drama’” between himself and his officials.53 It is important to note, 

as Reitzenstein-Ronning did, that while Constantine I did not specify punishments for 

these wayward ‘relatives’, the public declaration of disappointment was the point.54 

Performance, I argue, was key. Catching embezzlers, for instance, of course had obvious, 

practical benefits.55 However, understanding maladministration and disloyal officials as 

disloyal family members helps inform us as to why emperors, including Maximus, found 

it so important to find malefactors in their own bureaucracy. Many of the trials in the 

Constantian trials and the magic trials involved official misbehaviour and concerns with 

disloyalty regardless of whether these concerns were informed purely by innuendo. 

The rise of church unity as a separate requirement for a good post-tetrarchic ruler 

started in this period and relied heavily on pre-existing emphases on harmony and 

uniformity, but imperial patronage and involvement could easily exacerbate disputes. 

Constantine I’s letters announcing the Council of Nicaea in 324 emphasised the 

importance of harmony within the church.56 I agree that the aggression in the law codes 

against heretics might reflect the imperial perception that heretical groups threated 

(Christian) unity—and therefore imperial prestige.57 Harmony was likely why 

Constantine I accepted church councils’ decisions and automatically enforced them.58 

However, Johannes Hahn stated that imperial patronage of the church was the decisive 

factor in the rise of religious violence.59 As we will see throughout this study, emperors 

 
51 Evans Grubbs (1995): 205-216, pointing to CTh 9.7.1-2.  
52 Evans Grubbs (1995): 216-221. 
53 Reitzenstein-Ronning (2015): 269. 
54 Reitzenstein-Ronning (2015): 269-270.  
55 See Evans Grubbs (1995): 113-114 on Constantinian laws targeting corruption and predatory informers. 
56 Socrates HE 1.7-8. Coleman-Norton (1966a): #48 p 122-126. See also Cameron (2008): 112-113. 
57 Świętoń (2014): 56. See also Zanetti (2018): 257.  
58 Barnes (1993): 172-173. See also Hunt (1993): 149, 153-154. Deposed bishops could still try to ask an 

emperor to reconsider a council’s decisions. Priscillian was such a case. 
59 Hahn (2015): 380. 
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repeatedly attempted to resolve these kinds of disputes, and many of these attempts were 

unsuccessful and caused splinter controversies, as with the aftermath of the Priscillianist 

controversy. There is a more “biting” attitude to later legislation, but overall, tolerance 

characterises Constantinian legislation.60 This changed dramatically under the 

Constantinian sons and the re-emergence of multiple emperors. 

 

Constantine II, Constans, and Constantius II (337-353) 

In the year of his tricennalia celebrations, Constantine I had announced the re-

division of the empire among his surviving sons: Constantine II, Constans, and 

Constantius II.61 William Lewis’ study of the period between 337 and 340 indicates that 

there was already tension as the three emperors competed for a more senior position.62 

The death of Constantine II after his failed invasion of Constans’ territory in 340 was yet 

another destabilising event.63 In the subsequent tense atmosphere between Constans and 

Constantius II, the tetrarchic demonstrations of authority reappeared more clearly, now in 

a fully post-tetrarchic environment. Military victory was paramount to legitimacy.64 

Problems with the gens francorum and the Persians undoubtedly caused stress.65 Purges 

became increasingly common.66 Confusion about legitimacy caused problems: post-

consulships for years in which there were no consuls, or they were not universally 

accepted became increasingly common.67 As with Constantine I and Licinius, this meant 

that each emperor tried to outdo their rivals in imperial display and in demonstrating their 

legitimacy and authority though elevation of dress, promotion of unity/disunity rhetoric, 

and targeting of sorcery, sexual immorality, and treason. 

Emperors in this period elevated themselves and their imperial apparatus in 

response to the proliferation of co-rulers and usurpers. Constantius II exempted 

 
60 Zanetti (2018): 274, pointing to CTh 16.8.2-4. See 274-279 for discussions. For similar, see Cameron 

and Hall (1999): 32 on more severe laws after 326. 
61 Cons. Const. 337; Eutropius 10.9. For summaries, see Michael Kulikowski (2020); Omissi (2018): 154-

155. For Constantine I’s preparations for Persia, see Fowden (1994): 146-153. 
62 Lewis (2020), 68-70 especially. 
63 On the death of Constantine II, see Eunapius Frag. 1.10; Eutropius 10.9; Socrates HE 2.5; and Cons. 

Const. 340. See Lewis (2020): 58 for the division of territory between the three brothers. See Omissi 

(2018): 156 for the division of territory after 340. Vanderspoel (2020): 45-47 for Constantine II’s failed 

invasion. 
64 Humphries (2020); McEvoy (2020): 280-284, and 285-286 for a discussion of the 357 adventus. 
65 Cons. Const. 341, 348. 
66 For the various familial purges of the Constantinians, see Vanderspoel (2020): 36-45; Lewis (2020): 57-

58, 73; Humphries (2020): 157-158. For the lack of scholarship on Constantine II, see Lewis (2020): 57-8. 

For surviving sources and a reconstruction of events for 337-340, see Lewis (2020): 73-91. 
67 Chron. pasch. 351 n 92. 
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merchants selling clothes, linen, purple dye, and Parthian animal skins to the emperors 

from all services.68 Of the nineteen discovered silver largitio hordes, several are from the 

Constantinians.69 The period between 339-350 saw the fall of two legitimate rulers and 

three usurpations, so it would be unsurprising if Constans or Constantius II used largitio 

to encourage relationships and loyalty.70 Maximus was himself a usurper and ruled with 

two legitimate rulers, so it would not be farfetched to suggest that he also used largitio or 

other kinds of imperial bequests for the same purpose. 

The Constantinian sons continued the rhetoric of unity/legitimacy and 

disunity/illegitimacy but were demonstrably more willing to use ecclesiastical disputes, 

church councils, and theological formulations as ways of attacking dissenters and co-

rulers. At some point between 337 and 340 Constantine II tried to pressure Constantius II 

into accepting the then-exiled Athanasius.71 Constans also pressured Constantius II in 345 

to accept Athanasius but with an additional threat of war.72 The divergence of consuls in 

346 hints at problems between the two surviving emperors.73 Problems between the two 

had already been in motion. Early in 342, Constans demanded Constantius II participate 

in a council at Serdica, and then used that council and the idea of a universal theology as 

a way of pressuring Constantius II.74 I point out three things here. Firstly, the emperors 

were not trying to enforce a specific theology through legal pronouncements, as 

Theodosius tried to do decades later. Second, the First Tetrarchy had attempted to 

universalise religious practices as a way of enforcing unity, so even Constans’ 

universalist theology was not entirely without precedent. While these cases are obviously 

quite different, it shows that the imperial rhetoric of removing dissent within the 

churches was less concerned with the finer details of theology and orthopraxy than with 

pressuring individuals and groups to follow what the emperors considered acceptable. 

Lastly, the underlying accusation of Constans’ demands was that Constantius II was 

 
68 CJ 10.48.7 (undated but possibly 338). 
69 Leader-Newby (2004): 16-19, 20-23, 25-26. See p 44 for the hoard of Licinius. 
70 Constantine II died in 340. Constans fell in 350. The usurpers were Magnentius, Nepotianus, and 

Vetranio. Eunapius Frag. 1.11.2, 1.12; Socrates HE 2.32; Eutropius 10.9-12; Cons. Const. 350. 
71 Omissi (2018): 157. See 157-158 for the tense relationship between Constans and Constantius II over 

religious policy. See also Davenport (2020): 236-237. See Greenlee (2020) for rhetoric of imperial unity in 

Libanius and Themistius during the tense decade of the 340s. 
72 This episode is perhaps fictious but does represent underlying tensions. Humphries (2020): 158-159. The 

“increasingly belligerent rhetoric” of Constans may have contributed to Libanius’ Oration 59. Lewis 

(2020): 76.  
73 Davenport (2020): 237-238. 
74 Barnes (1993): 71; Diefenbach (2015): 357. There is the parallel but separate discussion of good and bad 

Christian kingship among Christian authors that would require a separate study to sufficiently analyse. 

Richard Flower’s 2013 volume, Emperors and Bishops in Late Roman Invective, is an excellent example.  
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insufficiently enforcing unity within the churches by creating the problem of Constantius 

II’s lack of interest in enforcing universal theology. This is an adaptation of the tetrarchic 

emphasis on unity as a sign of legitimacy and a development on Constantine I’s 

relationships to the churches. Maximus would accuse Valentinian II of similar crimes for 

similar reasons.  

I argue that alongside these attempts at building up the imperial church and 

attacking co-rulers were noticeably more bombastic laws against Christians within an 

emperor’s own territory who did not meet imperial standards of acceptability, 

particularly in laws regulating sexual morality of Christian women. Antisemitism 

occupies a central place in at least two surviving laws. Less than a year before 

Constantine II’s failed invasion, Constantius II ordered the execution of any Jew who 

circumsised a slave as well as the confiscation of any non-Jewish slave of a Jewish 

person.75 Under pain of capital punishment, Jews were expressly forbidden to marry 

Christian women into such disgrace (flagitum); Jews who did marry women employed in 

imperial weaving were accused of leading such women into Jewish foulness 

(turpitudo).76 The removal of Jewish elements indicated Constantius II’s desire to 

‘purify’ his court and his own imperial dress. This was simultaneous with the 

enforcement of the purity of Christian women by focussing on their religious belief and 

their marriages. This would fit the overall imperial focus on sexual immorality, 

especially women’s behaviour, and subsequent laws targeting women’s marriages also 

overlap with imperial desires to purify imperial dress. The women in the Priscillianist 

circle would have been suspected of some kind of misbehaviour even if Maximus 

considered the group otherwise acceptably Christian. 

Escalating tension between the emperors and warfare again contributed to another 

spike in laws targeting sorcery, treason, and sexual immorality. While we lack narrative 

sources to connect these problems with any trial series, we do have some evidence of 

how Constans and Constantius II reacted to the failed invasion of 340. Unlike his father, 

Constantius II banned all sacrifices and referred to the act as ‘mad’.77 Some of these bans 

on sacrificing were not only concerns about sorcery and illegal divination but also about 

 
75 CTh 16.9.2, dated 13 August 339. 
76 CTh 16.8.6. Both CTh 16.8.6 and CTh 16.9.2 have the same date and addressee, so they were likely part 

of the same law. See Appendix A for the Latin text. 
77 CTh 16.10.2. Cesset superstitio, sacrificiorum aboleatur insania. Nam quicumque contra legem divi 

principis parentis nostril et hanc nostrae mansuetudinis iussionem ausus fuerit sacrificia celebrare, 

conpetens in eum vindicta et praesens sententia exeratur. Dated 341. See Davenport (2020): 239 for the ban 

on sacrifices before and after the death of Constans and under Magnentius.  
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removing pagan space. I agree with Dirk Rohmann that anti-pagan Constantian 

legislation largely targeted aspects of paganism considered dangerous, not paganism 

itself.78 The line, of course, is fine. Constantius II and Constans implied that attending 

temples was ‘superstition’ and therefore, to a certain degree, invalid.79 The implied 

invalidity of traditional religions only became more overt over time. Both Constantius II 

and Constans, in a bizarrely worded ad populum edict, sentenced men who took the 

female position in sex acts to execution, indicating a continued emphasis on sexual 

morality.80 The aftermath of the fall of Magnentius, however, gives us far more 

information about how imperial reactions to usurpations developed in a fully post-

tetrarchic environment.  

 

Conclusions  

Surviving evidence from the Second Tetrarchy to the fall of Magnentius in 353 

suggests that the tetrarchic use of a series of trials in response to war and revolt was 

maintained. Constantine I likely built on this precedent, but we lack sufficient evidence 

to reconstruct any trials. What is clear is that Constantine I expanded the punishments for 

sexual immorality and sorcery, the latter likely because of concerns over treason. The 

Constantinian sons expanded these bans and punishments again, also likely out of 

concern over treason and to demonstrate their superiority over their rival emperors. The 

explosion of trials under Constantius II after 353 indicates that both the tetrarchic use of 

multiple trials and the Constantinian expansion of bans were used in response to tension 

with co-rulers and in response to warfare and usurpation. 

 
78 Rohmann (2016): 54. 
79 CTh 16.10.3. Dated 346; 342.  
80 CTh 9.7.3. Given 16 December 342. For Theodosius’ similar edict in 390, see Barnes (2012); Matthews 

(2000): 277-279. 
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3. The Constantian Trials (353-357)  
The revolt of Magnentius, the death of Constans, and multiple wars and usurpers 

led to the Constantian trials, which were a combination of trials for sorcery, sexual 

immorality, and treason.1 Mark Humphries refers to a “competitive environment” in 350: 

usurpers Magnentius, Vetranio, and Nepotianus made overtures to Constantius II, 

demonstrating their legitimacy and suitability.2 I argue these attempts did not succeed 

because Constantius II was aware of the dangers of legitimating a usurper.3 The fact that 

they actively made overturns and sought admission into the imperial ‘college’ mattered. 

Maximus did so as well. The resulting civil war between Magnentius and Constantius II 

was devasting.4 Unfortunately, the years 350-353 are too distorted by subsequent events 

to reconstruct.5 We can, however, dissect Constantius II’s responses to the fall of 

Magnentius and to the usurpations: the Constantian trial series. 

 

Scholarship on Constantian Responses to the Fall of Magnentius 

Much interest has been placed on the use of ceremonial by Constantius II after the 

fall of Magnentius. Constantius II put significant effort into appearing militarily skilled, 

and with elevating himself as much as possible in response to threats from these 

usurpations. This included openly celebrating victory in a civil war. Constantius II’s 357 

adventus into Rome after his defeat of Magnentius demonstrated the otherworldliness of 

a post-tetrarchic ruler in a regal procession, in battle-style arrangement.6 Constantius II 

meant to demonstrate that his military ability was greater than the usurper, a message 

meant for the people but also for the military that had supported the usurper.7 Constantius 

II’s success in wars with external opponents was less than impressive, likely also 

contributing to the perceived necessity of celebrations to advertise the beleaguered 

 
1 Eunapius Frag. 1.11.2, 1.12; Socrates HE 2.32; Eutropius 10.9-12; Cons. Const. 350. See Omissi (2018): 

157-158. For Constans’ alienation from the military: Lee (2015): 118; Kulikowski (2020): 318. 
2 Humphries (2020): 160-161.  
3 For similar, Errington (2006): 15. 
4 Kulikowski (2020): 321. 
5 Humphries (2020): 161.  
6 Ammianus 16.10.4, 9. This unworldliness resembles the Luxor niche. See p 27-28. Constantius’ victory 

against Magnentius appears to have been advertised very widely and is mentioned across a variety of 

sources. Humphries (2020): 172-176 provides an overview of these sources and the importance of 

Constantius’ victory to “imperial propaganda” afterwards. Eunapius described Julian in similarly 

otherworldly terms. Eunapius Frag. 5.28. Barnes (1993): 150-151; McLynn (1994): 376. 
7 For the necessity of public imperial ceremonial after serious challenges to authority, see McEvoy (2020): 

284. This is different, of course, from what Ammianus thought of the adventus and of Constantius II in 

general. For an analysis of Ammianus’ depiction of the event, see Flower (2015): 828-835. 
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emperor’s otherwise scattered victories.8 I would additionally point out that this practical 

and ideological drive for military victories could backfire. Julian wanted to go on the 

offensive soon after his own, illegitimate elevation by the army in 361 to avoid appearing 

idle, assumably by the military that elevated him.9 His poorly planned war against Persia 

in 363 suggests similar motives.10 Emperors that succeeded were emperors who could 

successfully balance perceived expectations with practical necessity. Constantius II 

widely advertising his victories over usurpers was more successful than Julian’s hastily 

made plans. Both were responses to expectations for quick victories, both from the 

military and from the emperors themselves, but Constantius II had a better understanding 

of how to use the victories that he did have to their greatest effect. Maximus had a similar 

understanding of limitations even if, in the end, he lost to Theodosius.  

 

The Constantian Trial Series 

I argue that the Constantian trials were another important part of Constantius II’s 

reaction to usurpations and they were tied closely with reinforcing imperial authority. As 

with the tetrarchic response to the revolt in Egypt, widely publicising large-scale trials 

was a way of demonstrating imperial power and imperial majesty. It is likely because of 

the various usurpations that Ammianus described Constantius II as being very conscious 

of the imperial dignity, and that any suspected insult to that dignity triggered serious 

reactions.11 Even Ammianus, however, was willing to admit that there were multiple 

plots against him.12 The trials were thus also a practical way of finding potential threats. I 

will be discussing Constantius II’s church policies in this period, but my primary focus 

here is analysing the development of these trials. The emphasis on majesty and hierarchy 

noted widely in the 357 adventus I will argue carried over into why Constantius II 

conducted the first fully attested post-tetrarchic mass trial. Constantius II may have been 

less successful than Maximus in retaining a largely positive memory after conducting a 

major trial series, largely against the aristocracy, but their reasonings for conducting the 

trials were largely the same. 

The Constantian trials were a series of purges and trials targeting sorcery, sexual 

 
8 Ammianus 14.2-4, 15.8, 16.9.4, 16.10, 17.5, 17.12-4, 18.6-19.13, 20.4, 20.9.9, 21.16.15. See Omissi 

(2018): 167-191 for a treatment of the panegyrics for several of these celebrations. 
9 Ammianus 20.9.6-8. 
10 Eutropius 10.16-7; Ammianus 22.7.8.  
11 Ammianus 21.16.1, 21.16.9, 21.16.9.11. Ammianus also says this about Valentinian I and Valens. See 

also Eutropius 10.15. 
12 Ammianus 21.16.10. 
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immorality, and treason, but now were clearly exacerbated by tetrarchic and 

Constantinian expansions of the bureaucracy. The first group targeted in the Constantian 

trials were the members of the military and officials. In 354, Constantius II conducted a 

purge of Magnentius’ supporters, especially ex-officials and military commanders.13 This 

is similar to the tetrarchic response to the revolt in Egypt.14 However, we now have more 

evidence of how the trials escalated. When Constantius II sent Paulus to Britain to find 

more conspirators, Paulus expanded his own authority in order to ‘find’ these threats.15 

Here is a clearer instance of an official using known imperial concerns with treason to 

their own advantage, and it occurs multiple times under both the Constantian trials and 

the magic trials. Exacerbating opportunism was the ready and natural suspicion of 

association with fallen figures. Socrates stated that Constantius II had been suspicious of 

Julian ever since his brother Gallus had been executed in 354 over concerns with 

treason.16 The expansion of the bureaucracy caused similar problems. Both Constantius II 

and Gratian had significant trouble maintaining control over their administration and 

military.17 This may have also contributed to Constantius II’s perception that treason 

within his own bureaucracy was a tremendous problem, thus making him more inclined 

to see problems were they were not any.  

The Constantian trials escalated in part when officials used the chaos started by 

the fall of Magnentius to also settle personal disputes or for personal gain, and this 

contributed to some of the fear perhaps unfairly attributed to Constantius II. Gallus and 

his wife accused various people of treason and magic; the resulting fear led to more 

accusations, confiscations, exiles, and executions, which the Praetorian Prefect Thalasius 

then exaggerated in his account of Gallus’ behaviour to Constantius II.18 Gallus was then 

executed, again, on suspicion of treason.19 From 354 to 355, Constantius II then targeted 

Gallus’ officials, supporters, and associates in another round of trials and accusations.20 

The process was repeated a third time when, Silvanus, magister peditum in Gaul, was 

made Augustus by the military in 355.21 Individually, each of these reactions was logical 

 
13 Ammanius 14.5.2-3.  
14 See p 33-40.  
15 Ammianus 14.5.6-9. Maximus also sent officials to find Priscillian’s sympathisers.  
16 Socrates HE 3.1. See also McEvoy (2020): 300. 
17 See CTh 1.9.1 and CTh 6.29.3-5, to name a couple. I will discuss Gratian in the coming chapters. 
18 Ammianus 14.1.2-10. See Eutropius 10.13 for the excesses of Gallus. 
19 Ammianus 14.9-11. 
20 Ammianus 15.2-3. 
21 Ammianus 15.5-6; Socrates 2.34; Eutropius 10.13. See Weisweiler (2014): 108-115 for an excellent 

examination of the episode as depicted by Ammianus. 
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and had numerous precedents. The problem for Constantius II was that they occurred so 

close together, exponentially increasing instability and the subsequent deluge of 

accusations. Several people were targeted by Constantius II because of slander and court 

intrigue, results which Ammianus attributed to Constantius II’s timidity and constant fear 

for his safety.22 I argue here that Constantius II’s responses were not paranoia nor were 

they out of line, and he was not the only emperor to conduct these kinds of major purges, 

as we have already seen. Further, Julian purged Constantius II’s supporters after 

becoming emperor himself in 360, and the Valentinian brothers purged at least some of 

the remaining supporters of Julian in 364.23 What makes Constantius II appear unusual is 

the fact that these trials are better documented than earlier decades, and because 

Ammianus disliked Constantius II. I agree with John Matthews that there was the 

additional factor of misrepresentation by officials in some of the cases of sorcery.24 I add 

that we must keep this in mind when thinking about trials, but we must also think about 

how Ammianus depicts the officials involved. Ammianus tends to focus on officials he 

disliked, like Constantius II or Paulus, while ignoring past precedent and downplaying 

the relatively small number of people actually convicted. Legislation on sorcery from 313 

onwards clearly indicates an escalation in the decades before the Constantian trials. 

Constantius II’s concerns were not unusual, though the somewhat rampant opportunism 

by his officials may have been. When thinking about the usurpation of Maximus, there is 

no reason to assume that he did anything significantly differently or that Maximus was 

not already worried about treason, sorcery, and sexual immorality when he met the 

Priscillianists. I will not argue that he had the highly sensitive reactions of Constantius II, 

but I want to be clear that the concerns about these crimes was consistent, as was the 

general reaction to these kinds of situations. 

What Constantius II did do differently than his predecessors, was to expand both 

blanket bans and blanket punishments for sorcery and sexual immorality. These 

expansions after the fall of Magnentius have been noted elsewhere, but only in part.25 

Constantius II focused on murder, sorcery, adultery, and ravishing: earlier, as his 

relationship with Constans deteriorated, he had removed the right of appeal and the 

interval between conviction and sentencing was shortened for each of these crimes.26 

 
22 Ammianus 15.8. 
23 Ammianus 22.3, 26.6.6-8. See p 34 for tetrarchic purges after the collapse of the usurpation in Egypt. 
24 Matthews (1989): 218. 
25 Frakes (2011): 22. Frakes described Magnentius' rebellion as a "watershed" in the expansion of the ban 

on sacrifices under Constantius II. 
26 CTh 11.36.7 (344/348); CTh 9.40.4 (346/352). If CTh 9.40.4 was issued in 352, this would part of the 
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Some of these expanded bans on sorcery included unacceptable religious practices. CTh 

16.10.4 closed all temples to prevent people from transgressing into sin (delinquendi 

perditis) and banned all acts of sacrifice—and this time, Constantius II included temples 

in cities.27 Not long after Magnentius’ defeat, Constantius II revoked Magnentius’ law 

allowing nocturnal sacrifices, which Constantius II likely feared could also be used for 

sorcery.28 In 357, Constantius II also banned any consultation with soothsayers, 

astrologers, or diviners. He described augurs and seers as possessors of an evil doctrine 

(prava confessio), and Chaldeans, wizards, and magicians as responsible for great crimes 

(facinus magnitudines) and thus subject to capital punishment.29 An ad populum edict 

called for the destruction of those who used magic to agitate the elements and disturb the 

dead; such people were “aliens to nature” who put innocent lives at risk out of 

selfishness.30 CTh 9.16.6 called them the “enemy of the human race”, and stated that 

such persons in the imperial retinue violated imperial majesty itself.31 Here we also see a 

further association of Roman order with the emperor, thus making the existence of 

sorcerers a kind of affront to law and order and to the emperor personally. The amount of 

derogatory language to describe these practices also increased dramatically. This must be 

kept in mind when thinking about the sorcery charge against Priscillian. The rapid 

escalations of bans and punishments were often in context of usurpations, uncertainty, 

instability, and warfare. An environment similar in many ways to the magic trials and 

Maximus and the Priscillianist controversy. 

To further shore up his reign and ensure law and order, Constantius II focused on 

unifying the churches and marginalising other groups. Constantius II continued to isolate 

Jewish groups by confiscating the property of Christian converts to Judaism, which he 

now denigrated as sacrilegious.32 Privileging Christianity and attempting to unify 

 
usurpation of Magnentius, not the tension with Constans. Either way, the law is a response to threats of 

war. See p 46-48 for similar legislation from Constantinian I. 
27 CTh 16.10.4. There are dating problems with this rescript. Frakes suggested the law might be connected 

to Constantius II's removal of the Altar of Victory. Frakes (2011): 21. I am not arguing here that the temple 

closures were alongside widespread bans on sacrifice and divination in response to concerns about treason, 

not that there were no genuine religious reasons at all for the ban. 
28 CTh 16.10.5. (23 November 353). Aboleantur sacrificia nocturna Magnentio auctore permissa et nefaria 

deinceps licentia repellatur. 
29 CTh 9.16.4. See Appendix A for full Latin. This would be the same year as the adventus in Rome. See p 

46-47 for Constantine I’s ban on private consultations with these practitioners. 
30 CTh 9.16.5 (4 December 357). Post alia: Multi magicis artibus ausi elementa turbare vitas insontium 

labefactare non dubitant et manibus accitis audent ventilare, ut quisque suos conficiat malis artibus 

inimicos. Hos, quoniam naturae peregrini sunt, feralis pestis absumat. Unfortunately, this is the only part 

of the text that was copied and survived. 
31 See Appendix A for full Latin.  
32 CTh 16.8.7. Si quis, lege venerabili constituta, ex christiano iudaeus effectus sacrilegis coetibus 

aggregetur, quum accusatio fuerit comprobata, facultates eius dominio fisci iussimus vindicari.  
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Christian doctrine were simultaneous attempts at enforcing unity under the imperial 

understanding of appropriate piety that were met with varying degrees of success. Steffen 

Diefenbach argued that Constantius II’s policies prior to the rebellion were largely 

concerned with marginalising specific individuals in order to influence episcopal 

elections in important cities.33 After 353, however, Constantius II attempted to define 

doctrine at various councils, building on Constans’ earlier attempt at delegitimating and 

pressuring him.34 Michael Kulikowski has referred to Constantius’ focus on doctrinal 

unity as “monomanical”.35 Ammianus blamed the numerous Christian controversies on 

these attempts, but the development of the imperial church contributed to such disputes 

as well.36 The institutionalisation of the church resulted in clergy increasingly tied up in 

politics and the development of “a polemic over the issue of orthopraxy”.37 Constantius 

II involved himself in the councils in 359 and the creation of the Homoean Creed in order 

to end increasingly politicised disputes.38 These attempts at enforcing church unity could 

cause more problems as bishops were divided between those who had agreed to imperial 

demands and those who had not, divides which worsened after Julian became 

Augustus.39 Many of the ecclesiastical disputes resulting from Constantius II’s efforts 

may have contributed to the Priscillianist controversy decades later.40 Julian effectively 

undid any progress to stop infighting when he recalled the bishops Constantius II had 

exiled.41 Unfortunately, Julian’s successor, Jovian, died before he could handle the 

divisions.42 Valentinian I, ultimately, had to pick up the pieces. 

 

Conclusions 

 The first (post-) tetrarchic trial series for which we have a complete narrative 

indicates that the trial series became the ‘new normal’ of imperial reaction against 

usurpation and perceived misbehaviour. The reorganisation of the imperial apparatus and 

 
33 Diefenbach (2015): 357, 362.  
34 Socrates HE 2.8-37. Diefenbach noted, however, that the councils of Arles (353) and Milan (355) were 

about Athanasius, not unifying doctrine. Diefenbach (2015): 357. For church councils under Constantius II, 

see Flower (2013): 80-81. 
35 Kulikowski (2020): 309, 324. See also Errington (1997): 25. 
36 Ammianus 21.16.18. See Diefenbach (2015) for the councils and synods under Constantius II. 
37 Sarris (2011): 2; Wood (2011): 63-64; Baker-Brian (2020): 350-351. 
38 Diefenbach (2015): 359-361. 
39 Barnes (1993): 151; Birley (1983): 15. Ammianus 22.5. See Flower (2013): 90-126 for depictions of 

Constantius II as a Christian tyrant in Hilary of Poitiers, Athanasius, and Lucifer of Cagliari. 
40 For similar, see Chadwick (1976): 5-6. 
41 Lenski (2002): 236. See also Lieu (1992): 132; Flower (2013): 208-217.  
42 Eunapius Frag. 5.29.1; Socrates HE 3.22; and Eutropius 10.17-8. See also Lee (2013): 39-42. 
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the intense competition for imperial favour influenced the trials. The build-up to the 

tetrarchic persecutions, however, took longer than it took for the Constantian trials to 

unfold. The next trials series, the magic trials, share many elements to the Constantian 

trials and show more clearly how emperors used these trials and how trials unfolded.
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4. The Magic Trials (368-375) 
 While Gratian would later marry into the Constantinians, Valentinian I and 

Valens themselves had no real connection to the previous dynasty or to the tetrarchic 

system, and this caused them significant problems.1 Valentinianic claims to legitimacy 

instead emphasised other areas of post-tetrarchic imperial ideology: law and order, 

imperial majesty, and martial valour. I will first discuss each area of emphasis before the 

magic trials themselves to give the trials context, and to demonstrate the practical and 

ideological functions the trials served. Importantly, Maximus first appears in the written 

record in context of these various problems surrounding the magic trials, so I will also 

discuss where Maximus was, what he may have been doing, and how this experience 

would contribute to his decision-making in the Priscillianist trials. 

 

The Emperor’s Religion 

While Valentinian I remained neutral in religious controversies, there was a 

noticeable step forwards in privileging clerics who aligned with the emperor’s preferred 

church. Valentinian I and Valens refused to insert themselves into religious disputes.2 

Maximus alluded to this policy in his letters to Valentinian II and Siricius. However, 

Valentinian I and Valens built on earlier developments privileging the imperial church. 

Those in service of the church who wanted to remain exempt from municipal councils 

had to have been devoted to the emperor’s cult (cultus) prior to the emperors’ reigns.3 I 

would note here that there are no surviving laws with a retroactive requirement prior to 

this one in CTh 16.2, suggesting a significant attempt to privilege the imperial church, 

and, perhaps, to target insincere or opportunistic religious behaviour.4 As for appropriate 

religious ritual, bishops who repeated baptisms were considered unworthy of the 

priesthood, and a number of penalties, including confiscation, were prescribed.5 What 

emperors saw was the difference between legal Christians and various ‘others’ who did 

not have the status of ‘legitimate’ Christians because they were not Christians by the 

emperor’s definition of that term, though orthodoxy was not yet defined.6 Maximus’ 

 
1 See Matthews (1975): 35 for possible reasons why Valentinian I was chosen. 
2 Ammianus 30.9.5; Symmachus Rel. 3.19; CTh 7.8.2 (368? 370? 373?); Lenski (2002): 217; Aull (2017): 

132; McLynn (1994): 82; Hunt (2007): 77-78.  
3 CTh 16.2.21 (371). No changes recommended by Schmidt-Hofner. Schmidt-Hofner (2008): 571. See 

Appendix A for the full Latin text. 
4 For instance, see CTh 13.3.7 (369); CTh 12.1.63 (370? 373?); CTh 16.2.17 (364), 19 (370). 
5 CTh 16.6.1-2 (373; 377). 
6 See Barnard (1995): 125. See p 44-50, 52-53, 59-60 for past precedents. 
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assertion that the Priscillianists were not Christians was, therefore, grounded in an 

understanding of imperial powers to define Christianity that dated back most clearly to 

the Valentinians. The Valentinianic laws, in turn, were solidly built upon earlier 

precedents, particularly in the laws targeting perceived laziness and insincerity. The 

magic trials, despite their somewhat infamous reputation, were also largely built on past 

precedents and traditional concerns about misbehaviour.  

 

Law and Order and Imperial Majesty 

Valentinian I and Valens used a massive legal output to signal stability and 

legitimacy and enforce order, including in religious disputes. A recent study found that 

there are roughly eighty general enactments from both 364 and 365, about four times the 

average.7 Sebastian Schmidt-Hofner described this outpouring as a form of 

communication and compared it to Constantine I and Theodosius.8 Laws and trials were 

both communicative. Bureaucratic misbehaviour was already a concern for both 

Valentinian I and Valens well before the magic trials: multiple laws from 364 and 365 

target bureaucratic and judicial irregularities and the unauthorised movement of 

weapons.9 Valens was noted for his harsh treatment of extortion and stealing by 

officials.10 The new emperors were making it clear that they would not tolerate improper 

behaviour, and that imperial authority would be enforced.11 This is a reflection of long-

standing imperial attention to treason, which I have broadly defined to include 

bureaucratic misbehaviour because it was also often interpreted rhetorically by emperors 

as an assault on the imperial image and majesty. John Matthews summarised 

Valentinianic ideals as a “high degree of rigorous, professional administration.”12 

Maximus served under Valentinian I, so it is worth remembering that Maximus’ 

formative years were under an emperor who emphasised order and professionalism.  

This concern with order did include religious affairs. Only a couple years before 

the magic trials, Valentinian I’s primary concern over the dangerous fighting in Rome 

 
7 Schmidt-Hofner (2015): 67. For a remarkably thorough examination and recommended corrections to 

laws from Valentinian I and Valens, see Schmidt-Hofner (2008).  
8 Schmidt-Hofner (2015): 94. A rush of legislation after the fall of Maxentius had also occurred. See p 46. I 

argue that this comparison is worth extending to Maximus, who, like Valentinian I, had no relationships 

with the previous dynasty and who was in similar period of acute anxiety. 
9 CTh 12.1.67 (365), CTh 15.1.11 (364), CJ 1.40.5 (364), CTh 12.1.60 (364), and CTh 15.15.1 (364). 
10 Ammianus 31.14.2. 
11 For similar, see Schmidt-Hofner (2015): 68; Matthews (1975): 35; Narratio de imperatoribus domus 

valentinianae et theodosianae 1. 
12 Matthews (1975): 39, 48. 
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over the election of Damasus was ensuring law and order.13 His subsequent warning to 

Damasus during the magic trials, which I discuss more below, was also about ensuring 

proper behaviour and social order by barring clerics from the homes of widows and 

female wards, and from receiving gifts from such groups.14 While ecclesiastics may have 

considered these issues an ecclesiastical discipline issue, Valentinian I did not. McLynn 

suggested that Valentinian I considered religious disputes similarly to other kinds of 

social disruption: those who caused problems were not to be considered Christians at all 

and officials ought to use the coercive power of office to assist who they considered the 

legitimate Christians.15 I add that Valentinian I would have also considered this case to be 

an issue of social propriety and dubious donations from wealthy women, both issues that 

already existed in imperial rhetoric, as I have shown. Emperors since Constantine I 

chastised Christian groups for ‘deliberately’ causing social disruption. The fixation on 

wealthy women was hardly new, and as I discussed, it was an issue that featured 

prominently in tetrarchic laws. I will argue that Maximus also considered the association 

between Priscillian and women a social order and propriety issue, and thus easily within 

range of imperial authority. 

Valentinian I and Valens also heavily invested in ensuring imperial prestige and 

monetary security, and this is likely related to legitimacy issues. Ammianus noted several 

times their sensitivity to imperial majesty and the tenuousness of their positions, as he 

had with Constantius II.16 As with Constantius II, this sensitivity resulted in specific 

responses. Imperial majesty, as we have seen, included ‘purifying’ the imperial dress: 

Valentinian I likened marriages of freeborn women to imperial weavers as mere 

concubinage, a reflexion not only of imperial dress, but also of gendered behaviour, 

social status, and women’s marriages.17 The new dynasty needed to ensure stability and 

to consolidate relationships, as well as deal with Julian’s spending habits and tax reliefs; 

several laws predictably show concerns with mining and mineral supply.18 Monetary 

 
13 Errington (2006): 117-118, 191, referring to CTh 16.2.17-22; Hunt (2007): 87-88. I will come back to 

this prerogative with Maximus and the Priscillianists. 
14 CTh 16.2.20, read in church on 17 October 373. No changes recommended by Schmidt-Hofner. 

Schmidt-Hofner (2008): 571. The law was also likely intended as protection from “’legacy-hunting’” 

clergy. Hunt (2007): 77. 
15 McLynn (1994): 9. For similar arguments, see Hunt (2007): 90. 
16 Ammianus 30.5.12, 30.6.2-3, 30.8.10; 31.14.5. See also McLynn (1994): 81. 
17 CTh 10.20.3 (365). Ingenuae mulieres, quae se gynaeceariis sociaverint, si conventae denuntiatione 

sollemni splendorem generis contuberniorum vilitati praeferre noluerint, suorum maritorum condicione 

teneantur. The focus again is on women and their marriages. See also CTh 10.20.5-8. The isolation and 

hierarchicalisation of the imperial apparatus continued under Gratian. CTh 10.20.9-10, to name a few. See 

p 48, 50 for past precedents. 
18 Eutropius 10.16; CTh 10.19.3-7. CTh 10.19.9 from Gratian in 378 shows this continued to be a problem. 
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supply was necessary for donatives and for imperial display, which should never be 

underestimated as imperial prerogatives nor set aside as ‘money-grabs’. Previous 

chapters have demonstrated that imperial display and paying the military were serious 

issues, particularly when it came to imperial dress and forming relationships. Valentinian 

I and Valens needed to secure connections, and this was difficult without sufficient 

funds. Maximus had similar concerns that were likely resolved through a variety of 

methods. 

 

Military Might 

 Both Valentinian I and Valens emphasised martial valour and their ability to 

achieve victories. The reputation of Valentinian I as a military leader and military ruler 

was acknowledged in his lifetime and in modern scholarship.19 After becoming emperor, 

for both ideological and practical reasons, Valentinian I quickly set about dealing with 

multiple incursions. Importantly, Maximus was present at all major engagements in the 

west under Valentinian I. For clarity and for the sake of chronology, I will discuss these 

major engagements in more detail, highlighting the role Maximus played. This will make 

it easier to understand the influences on Maximus and to understand his later priorities. 

Since I am primarily concerned with Maximus in the west, I will not focus on Procopius’ 

revolt in the east in 365.20 

 

The ‘Barbarian Conspiracy’ (367/8) and the Rhine Frontier 

The so-called ‘barbarian conspiracy’ in 367/8 in Britain and the repeated attempts 

to defeat the Goths were simultaneous efforts by Valentinian I and Valens to gain needed 

victories. Maximus first appears in Britain in 367/8 alongside Count Theodosius to 

handle the alleged barbarian conspiracy.21 The ‘conspiracy’, in reality, was likely 

exaggerated by officials for the benefit of Valentinian I, who was then in need of military 

victories to advertise.22 Chapters 1 through 3 showed that emperors increasingly relied on 

military victories to bolster their authority and claims of legitimacy. Most recently, I 

 
See Errington (2006): 105-107 for the vital importance of mining to Valentinian I, Valens, and Theodosius. 
19 Matthews (1975): 32-35. 
20 For Procopius’ revolt, see Ammianus 26.5; Matthews (1989): 196-201, especially. 
21 Ammianus 27.8.1; Zosimus 4.35.3. See Casey (1979): 67. See Blockley (1980) for dating. 
22 Gerrard (2013): 24-25. Valens’ three-year attempt to defeat the Goths who had supported the usurper 

Procopius also reflects Valens’ need for military victory as well as to gain practical experience. Ammianus 

27.5.1-9. Undoubtedly, Ammianus highlighted Count Theodosius to benefit Theodosius. Leppin (2003): 

29. 
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suggested Julian’s haste to fight the Persians in 363 two years after becoming emperor 

was likely a reflection of these pressures. Valentinian I became emperor in 364, so three 

years without a military victory was a long time to go without military victories. This 

should be kept in mind when thinking about the timing of the Priscillianist trials and 

what else Maximus may have been doing. The war with the Alamanni renewed in 368 

and Count Theodosius was ordered from Britain to Gaul to help in 370, likely taking 

Maximus along with him.23 Count Theodosius was still there with Valentinian I in 372.24 

Maximus may have spent all or most of 370-372 in Gaul close to the frontier.25 The 

magic trials peaked between 368 and 372 but continued until 375, simultaneous with 

these problems in Britain, Gaul, Isauria, and Africa, and with the Goths and Persia.26 

Valentinian I, crucially, was not in Rome for the magic trials, but was on the frontier and 

was thus reliant on reports from his officials. As with the Constantian trials, these reports 

could be exaggerated without the emperor being aware of it. 

Between 367-372, then, Maximus spent time with the military in Britain and in 

Gaul both of which later supported his rebellion. Maximus’ early and long-standing 

connection to Count Theodosius was also likely widely known in Gaul. Britannius and 

other more exclusivist Nicene bishops may have hoped Maximus shared similar religious 

views with Count Theodosius’ son. As I will discuss in more detail in its proper chapter, 

Maximus highlighted his connection to the Theodosians across a variety of media, and in 

coinage he also clearly focussed on the military—especially the military on the Rhine 

and in Britain. How aware of the magic trials Maximus was while he was with or near 

Valentinian I is unclear, but he likely heard of the growing problems. 

 

Firmus’ Revolt 

 A brief analysis of Firmus’ revolt will demonstrate that Maximus likely had a 

significant position in the military by 373 and that he may have met the Moorish calvary 

that would later support his revolt. The overlapping problems with Romanus also 

indicate that even emperors who were preoccupied by bureaucratic misbehaviour had 

problems controlling their own officials, and this could, in turn, cause other problems. A 

 
23 Ammianus 28.5.15. See Errington (2006): 47-54 for fourth-century Roman interactions on the Rhine and 

in Britain. 
24 Ammianus 28.4.4. See Leppin (2003): 30 for Count Theodosius’ position in Gaul. 
25 See also Balil (1965): 111. There is no way to know if Maximus had an independent command, as Balil 

pointed out. 
26 Ammianus 27.5, 27.8, 27.9.6, 27.10, 27.12; Eunapius Frag. 6.37.  
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brief summary of the revolt is necessary to understanding the difficult situation. 

Firmus and Gildo were sons of King Nubel of Mauretania, who seems to have 

served both as king and as intermediary between the Roman government and the Moorish 

groups in Mauretania.27 When Nubel died, he left both Firmus and his brother Zammac as 

legitimate successors. Firmus allegedly killed Zammac, who happened to be close to 

Romanus, the comes Africae, a position later occupied by Firmus’ brother Gildo. Gildo, 

however, was alongside Maximus and Count Theodosius during Firmus’ revolt, 

indicating the complexity of the situation.28 Romanus attacked Firmus at court for killing 

Zammac. He was helped by Remigius, the magister officiorum, who prevented Firmus 

from defending himself in court; Firmus saw no way of saving himself except by revolt.29 

Firmus received support from a number of different Moorish groups and several Roman 

settlements, who possibly supported Firmus because of the heavy taxes instituted by 

Valentinian I.30 Valentinian I sent Count Theodosius to Africa in 373 to handle the 

situation. The situation was finally resolved in 375 with the death of Firmus. There are 

multiple lessons to take from this episode.  

First, even emperors as preoccupied with maladministration as Valentinian I 

could be taken advantage of by their own, frequently far-away officials, who could 

manipulate reports. Valentinian in 373 was on the Rhine, far from Africa. Romanus had 

been exploiting Africa ever since the elevation of Valentinian I and Valens in 364.31 

Exploitation of new emperors, including for financial gain, did occur. I will suggest in 

the final chapters that this may have occurred with Maximus and the Priscillianist trials. 

The revolt itself occurred primarily because Remigius, the magister officiorum, 

prevented Firmus from defending himself in other, legal ways without Valentinian I 

realising Remigius had done so. Macedonius, the magister officiorum of Gratian during 

the early years of the Priscillianist controversy, also played a major role in deciding who 

had access to the emperor and who did not. The fact that Remigius played a defining role 

in the revolt, however inadvertent, demonstrates that we must keep in mind that other 

officials aside from the emperor played important roles. The suppression of a usurpation 

was important for demonstrating imperial authority and enforcing order for obvious 

 
27 Nubel may have been primus inter pares among the different Moorish tribes. Drijvers (2007): 134. 
28 Drijvers (2007): 136. 
29 See also Drijvers (2007): 136. The magister officiorum was head of the civil and military departments. 

Harries (1988): 151. 
30 Zosimus 4.16.1. For a detailed summary of the revolt, see Drijvers (2007): 130-132.  
31 Ammianus 27.9.1. See Ammianus 28.6 for the majority of the Romanus’ incident leading up to Firmus’ 

revolt. 
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reasons, but it should not be overlooked that imperial officials and their own personal 

disputes could cause these kinds of major events. 

Second, unrelated issues, including mismanaging relationships with communities 

or groups, could contribute to a revolt or cause unexpected problems. The discontent with 

taxation was unrelated to the revolt but it did seem to influence who sympathised with 

Firmus. I will suggest that some of the popular unrest in the east against Theodosius’ 

own taxation policies overlapped with support for Maximus, which, in turn, made 

Theodosius less likely to offer Maximus recognition. Errington argued that a lesson 

learned from the revolt was that stability of an area depending on good administration but 

also respecting local leaders and opinion.32 Valentinian I had some problems with this 

lesson: his contentious relationship with Rome, specifically with the senatorial elite 

during the magic trials, is a good example of this. Maximus, I will suggest, learned this 

lesson imperfectly as well, but, in fairness, no emperor was perfect with every single 

community they encountered. 

Maximus’ activity during the revolt suggests that he was fairly high ranking, and 

that he likely gained key allies that he would utilise later in his revolt. After arriving in 

Africa, Count Theodosius sent Maximus and Gildo to arrest Vincentius, the vicarius, for 

his support of Firmus.33 This would have been a delicate job, indicating Maximus had 

some kind of important military rank. This would also suggest that Maximus was highly 

trusted by Count Theodosius.34 Maximus possibly gained several allies at this time. 

Count Theodosius and, assumedly, Maximus become familiar with the environment and 

people.35 Maximus was able to negotiate his relationships successfully and problem-solve 

under significant pressure, so he was not likely to be overwhelmed by the Priscillianist 

controversy or his own bureaucracy. Assuming Maximus was with Count Theodosius for 

the entirety of Firmus’ revolt, he would have understood the danger posed by wealthy 

elites in open conflict, especially if those elites had supporters in fortified or mountainous 

areas. Many of the fortified estates encountered by Count Theodosius, and presumably 

Maximus, were owned by Moorish leaders and these areas were the most difficult to gain 

control of once hostilities escalated.36 Like Mauretania, Hispania was also mountainous 

 
32 Errington (2006): 73. 
33 Ammianus 29.5.6; PLRE Vincentius 4.  
34 Valentinian I had been chosen to assist spreading the news of the accession of Jovian based on his 

known reliability. Matthews (1975): 34. 
35 Drijvers (2007): 131-139.  
36 Drijvers (2007): 144. 



 

69 

 

and difficult to access in places.37 While the situation in Hispania is obviously 

tremendously different, Maximus would have focused on the dangers posed by the 

increasingly violent confrontations in such areas. He would have thought in terms of 

military and administrative difficulties, and the threats these posed to overall order and 

success. He would have considered the Priscillianist controversy in a similar way as 

Valentinian I did during the magic trials: administration and enforcing order. 

 

The Magic Trials (368-375) 

The magic trials were primarily about enforcing stability and security by targeting 

sorcery, sexual immorality, and treason. As I have shown, this was a typical response, the 

magic trials were not because either Valentinian I or Valens was unusually concerned 

with sorcery as Ammianus implies. Ammianus described both Valentinian I and Valens 

as obsessed with imperial dignity and overly preoccupied with shoring up their authority, 

even willing to overreach themselves during the magic trials to do so.38 As with 

Constantius II, Ammianus does not explicitly connect this preoccupation with various 

internal problems, and neither does he connect the variety of internal and external 

problems with the magic trials.39 Both emperors became extremely ill in 364. Convinced 

that they had been targeted by sorcery, they alleged that Julian’s partisans had conducted 

illegal magical rituals against them.40 Purges followed, as had become typical.41 Posts 

were filled by known supporters.42 Apronianus, prefect of Rome, had already started a 

campaign against sorcery in Rome when he suspected that he, too, had been targeted by 

illegal magic.43 None of these actions were unusual. There were a number of executions 

and various restrictions after Valentinian I’s second illness and the resulting elevation of 

Gratian in 367. These purges and restrictions were not unusual either, and had happened 

with Gallus.44 The elevation of Gratian just before the magic trials likely influenced 

 
37 Drijvers (2007): 146 for geography in Mauretania and the problems it posed for Count Theodosius. I will 

discuss the geography of Hispania in Chapter 6. 
38 Ammianus 30.8.8, 30.8.10, 31.14.5. He admits later, however, that Valens had genuine concerns about 

his safety. Ammianus 29.1.15-20. Pacatus, as we will see, also alluded to Maximus’ security concerns. 
39 See p 56. 
40 Ammianus 26.4.4. Lenski (2002): 25-26.  
41 Ammianus 26.6.6-8. See p 34, 48, 51. 
42 Matthews (1975): 35-39. 
43 Ammianus 26.3. There are multiple laws to the Prefect of Rome on court procedure, appeals, and 

attempts to seek favours from the new emperors. CTh 1.6.2-4. This indicates that emperors and officials in 

these delicate transition periods could initiate investigations into illegal magic out of concern for their 

personal safety. 
44 Ammianus 27.7.1-8. See p 56-58. For similar arguments, see Matthews (1975): 39. 
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Valentinian I’s concerns about the events in Rome, which was not unusual either. 

Further, Valentinian I and, to a lesser degree, Valens understood the need to moderate 

their behaviour with specific groups, especially if they wanted to gain their support.45 

Contrary to Ammianus’ view, the actual verdicts show nuance and reflect past precedents 

for the crimes committed.46 The escalation of the trials was also not entirely due to the 

emperors themselves but was also a result of manipulation by their officials. A brief 

summary of the events shows that the magic trials resembled the Constantian trials in 

several ways. 

As with past mass trials, the magic trials started small and rapidly expanded.47 In 

368, Chilo, a former vicarius, and his wife Maxima filed a complaint with Olybrius, city 

prefect of Rome, that someone had tried to poison them. They accused an organ-builder, 

a wrestler, and a soothsayer.48 Maximinus, prefect of the grain supply, was given the case 

because the couple was unwilling to wait for Olybrius to recover from his illness, and 

because it was decided that the case needed to be resolved as quickly as possible.49 

Through torture of the accused, Maximinus was given the names of nobles, their clients, 

and their more disreputable associates. Seeing an easy path for advancement, Maximinus, 

much like Paulus and Thalasius had fifteen years earlier, used and manipulated this 

information and told Valentinian I that crime was rampant and required harsher 

measures.50 Valentinian I, who was not in Rome and was then dealing with the barbarian 

conspiracy and the problems on the Rhine, responded by "arbitrarily" adding treason to 

the list of offenses of all the accused.51 This included the unfortunate Lollianus, whose 

father attempted to save him by appealing directly to the emperor. Instead, Valentinian I 

handed the case over to the governor of Baetica, who had Lollianus executed for 

possession of magical books.52 Book-burning and imperial concerns with books and 

 
45 Schmidt-Hofner (2015): 68-69. See 70-75 for laws towards the military, 75-80 for laws towards the 

Senate. 
46 Ammianus’ hostility is representative of the aristocratic view of the emperors as upstarts, lacking the 

necessary social status and education to be an emperor, and I add, his own tendency to disconnect context 

and actions, cause and effect. Matthews (1975): 39, 40-41, 60; Matthews (1989): 201-203. See also Leppin 

(2007): 49; Drijvers (2012): 87-89, 94-95. For Ammianus’ depiction of the accessions of Valentinian I and 

Valens, see Leppin (2007): 38-42. 
47 Ammianus 28.1.1. 
48 Ammianus 28.1.8. 
49 Ammianus 28.1.8-10. The desire for a speedy resolution may also have affected the imperial 

government’s desire for the Priscillianist trials to resolve quickly. 
50 See p 57-58. 
51 Ammianus 28.1.10-1.  
52 Ammianus 29.1.26. Book burning occurred several times during the magic trials. Ammianus 29.2.4, 

29.1.41. For an atmosphere of fear and for book destruction, see John Chrysostom Hom. In Act. 38.5; 

Escribano Paño (2010): 105-106. 
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banned material was not unusual.53 Possession of books could lead to prosecution for 

sorcery.54 This would not bode well for Priscillian in 385, but neither was it unexpected. 

Further, no one was exempt from torture in cases of sorcery or treason, a point 

Ammianus also overlooks.55  

 Concerns with sorcery tended to lead to concerns with sexual immorality; chastity 

and sexual morality were already well-advertised imperial concerns in general and 

especially under Valentinian I and Valens. The concern about illegal magical practices 

during the magic trials spilled over into associated concerns about sexual immorality, as 

others have already noted.56 These were long-standing socio-legal associations. 

Valentinian I specifically advertised sexual morality widely. The otherwise 

uncomplimentary Ammianus admitted that Valentinian I was chaste in all things and 

expected the same of others.57 Many of the targeted practices and behaviours had long 

been illegal, and focusing on them also fit Valentinian I’s and Valens’ emphasis on 

enforcing law and order. Marinus, a public advocate, was executed for using sorcery to 

gain a wife; a senator for adultery; and unnamed others whose number Ammianus is 

likely exaggerating.58 This includes “many” women executed for adultery or fornication.59 

Several laws from the period of the magic trials are also concerned with women’s 

marriages and inheritance.60 This may be the context for a rescript to Damasus. 

Valentinian I warned Damasus that (ex-) ecclesiastics were barred from the homes of 

widows and female wards and from obtaining any kinds of gifts from these women, and 

were to be banished by public courts if the women’s relatives reported them.61 In period 

of high tension, it was not guaranteed that cases involving clergy would be considered 

only a matter for ecclesiastical discipline if they involved wealthy women and the 

appearance of sexual immorality, social impropriety, or legacy hunting. There are some 

 
53 For the long history of burning magic books, see Rohmann (2016): 24-27; for book burning during the 

magic trials, see 70-71. Maximus possibly ordered the destruction of Priscillian’s works based on the 

earlier accusations that Priscillian possessed magic books and on the verdicts of sorcery and 

Manichaeanism. 
54 Escribano Paño (2010): 128-129 for book possession and prosecution for magic. 
55 Lenski (2002): 220-221; Matthews (1989): 220. I would argue Ammianus must surely have been aware 

of this. His dislike of Valentinian I and his officials is likely the reason why he accused Valentinian I of 

arbitrariness. 
56 Lenski (2002): 223; Matthews (1975): 57-59, 63.  
57 Ammianus 30.9.2. 
58 Ammianus 28.1.12-6. 
59 Ammianus 281.1.28. 
60 For example: CTh 3.7.1 (16 July 371); CTh 4.6.4 (16 August 371); CTh 3.14.1 (28 May 368). See 

Mathisen (2009): 140-141, 144-146, 149, 151. Valentinian I and Valens had a broader policy of enforcing 

boundaries: economic, marital, and social. See also Lenski (2002): 136; Evans Grubbs (1993b): 150-151 

for post-Constantinian legislation on mixed social status marriages.  
61 CTh 16.2.20.  
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precedents here with legislation targeting insincere converts and those who became 

monks out of laziness. I emphasise that Valentinian I specified exile by public court 

should the woman’s relative bring charges. I will argue later that Maximus likely also 

considered sexual immorality cases involving clergy and laypersons as his jurisdiction. I 

will also suggest that the family of some of the women in the Priscillianist circle may 

have brought charges of sexual immorality, not necessarily Maximus or his officials. 

Once it became clear that no stone would be left unturned, social tensions rose 

which led to more accusations of sorcery, sexual immorality, and treason. A general 

sense of fear arose out of the escalation of the trials and the possible suspension of legal 

proceedings to deal with the supposed 'epidemic' of bad behaviour and conspiracy.62 This 

had happened under Constantius II. I highlight here that it is clearer in the magic trials 

that appearances were a major contributor to the escalation of trials, both by officials and 

by people coming forward with accusations. Social connections could heavily influence 

who was accused. The complicated cases of Aginatius and Anepsia and her daughter 

overlapped with another case based on mutual association.63 Eumenius and Abienus were 

accused of impropriety with the high-ranking Fausiana and, out of fear of Maximinus’ 

equally opportunistic successor Simplicius, tried to hide out at Anepsia’s residence. They 

were discovered and executed, along with Anepsia.64 Aginatius, based on his association 

with Anepsia, was also executed for sorcery and adultery.65 I will argue that the execution 

of Euchrotia and, likely, Procula were also based on their association with a man accused 

of sexual immorality and social impropriety. This explosion of accusations contributed to 

the appearance that the situation was worse than actually was. This led to imperial 

reassertions of strict penalties for these behaviours: those convicted of sacrilege towards 

the imperial majesty, those convicted of crimes against the dead, sorcerers, magicians, 

adulterers, ravishers, and murderers were excluded from the privilege of Easter release.66 

A similar outpouring of legislation from Maximus during the Priscillianist controversy is 

certainly likely, but what it is important to remember is that emperors, including 

 
62 Ammianus 28.1.15-6. Ammianus 29.1.41; John Chrysostom Hom. 38.5; Escribano Paño (2010): 105. 
63 Aginatius was the vicar of Rome and was angry that he had not been given charge of the magic trials and 

that Maximinus had supposedly insulted him. PLRE I Aginatius. 
64 Ammianus 28.1.30-56. 
65 Ammianus 28.1.50-6. Aginatius had earlier incurred Maximinus wrath when he made it clear he wanted 

Maximinus out. Maximinus extorted Anepsia and her daughter for marriage and profit. Thus, the 

prosecution of Aginatius, Anepsia, and Anepsia’s daughter were primarily political.  
66 CTh 9.38.3 (367, 369); CTh 9.38.4 (368, 370).  
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Valentinian I and Valens, reacted based on what they were told and based on perception. 

The reality was more complicated and confusing. 

 The rest of the magic trials were actually about treason and/or serious 

administrative malpractice. Valentinian I’s willingness to exile his own wife in 369 for 

misbehaviour was a clear indicator that no one would be spared.67 Multiple senators, 

officials, and elites were executed, removed, or accused of various wrongdoings, 

including use of poisons.68 Hymetius, the former proconsul of Africa, and his associates 

Amantius, a soothsayer, and Frontinus, his advisor, were prosecuted for profiteering from 

the grain supply and attempting to use magic to gain Valentinian I's favour after the fact. 

Amantius was executed, Frontinus was exiled to Britain, and the Senate exiled Hymetius 

to Boae, a decision that made Valentinian I furious for its leniency.69 Valentinian I’s 

response was likely because Frontinus was in trouble for profiteering—and thus stealing 

from the imperial fisc—and for using sorcery against the emperor. Given past laws on 

these two issues, the sentence against Frontinus was rather lenient from the imperial 

perspective, though obviously not for the senatorial elite. In the east, Valens and his 

officials were naturally suspicious of individuals associated with the previous dynasty.70 

This also happened under Constantius II. However, some of these individuals targeted by 

Valens were either fined or exiled and fined, similar to what we see with the 

Priscillianists.71 They were not executed. As easy as it is to get overwhelmed by 

Ammianus’ portrayal of the magic trials, the verdicts themselves had past precedents and 

were often moderated. 

 The magic trials escalated because it became clear that appearing to 'clean house' 

provided an opportunity for political advancement and to pursue personal vendettas. 

Maximinus, like Thalassus and Paulus, manipulated reports for political gain. Subsequent 

events in the magic trials show that accusing others in order to save face or save oneself 

happened frequently. Maximinus and other officials, including Valentinian I, could not 

know if these accusations were false unless they were investigated. Chilo and Maxima 

accused three people, and each of those accused others. It is not unexpected, then, that 

officials perceived the problem to be larger than it was. This is not to say that Maximinus 

 
67 Chron. pasch. 369 p 558. In 369, Maximus was either in Britain or on his way to the Rhine frontier. 
68 Chron. pasch. 369 p 558; Ammianus 28.1.27.  
69 Ammianus 28.1.17-23. Valentinian issued several responses to the Senate and imperial officials about 

criminal procedure in cases involving members of the senatorial order in and around the period of the 

magic trials. CTh 9.38.5, CTh 9.40.10, CTh 9.16.10. Note again the use of Britain as a place of exile. See 

Matthews (1989): 210 on a possible connection between Ammianus’ account here and CTh 9.40.10. 
70 Ammianus 29.2.9-11. This will also have been true of Maximus. 
71 Ammianus 29.2.5, 29.2.9-11, 29.2.16. Some of these punishments were rescinded. 
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did not lie or use the ‘crisis’ for personal reasons. He used the cases of Anepsia, her 

daughter, and Aginatius to resolve personal grudges and for financial gain.72 ‘Playing 

into’ the fears of sorcery also provided a clear way to gain imperial attention and the 

coveted, imagined proximity to the emperor.73 I add that officials were also taking 

advantage of the emperors’ physical absence. We expect, however implicitly, that 

emperors were always aware of when their officials were lying or exaggerating. 

Valentinian I was not in Rome and could hardly be expected to know what happened in 

cities in which he was not present. He relied on the honesty of officials and his own 

perceived concerns. Playing into these fears in such unstable periods worked. 

Maximinus, in fact, was promoted to acting prefect of the city in 371-2 on the basis of his 

conduct during the trials.74 Festinus saw Maximinus' reward and decided to do the same 

while governor of Asia, as did Simplicius.75 Confiscation penalties would be tempting 

also, and not just for emperors.76 Others in Rome were also accused of seizing property 

outright or instigating lawsuits for this purpose, which, while technically not part of the 

‘magic trials’, were a direct extension of them and contributed to the overall atmosphere 

of fear and confusion.77 I will argue in the final chapters that all of these problems likely 

also occurred during the Priscillianist trials. 

Lastly, once the trials started, they proved difficult to deescalate for several 

reasons. Maximinus' immediate successor, Ursicinus, was removed for appearing too 

lenient. Again, I emphasise the importance of appearing, specifically appearing to be 

‘tough on crime’, to use a modern parlance. It was important to Valentinian I that he and 

his officials were seen to be intolerant of bad behaviour. This, of course, made it difficult 

to implement lesser penalties, a problem that already existed because of the restrictions 

on judicial flexibility.78 Simplicius, who succeeded Ursicinus, was aware of the need to 

appear ‘tough’ and had Rufina executed for adultery, along with everyone who helped or 

knew of it.79 The publicity and visibility of trials served to demonstrate imperial authority 

and the norms it wished to enforce, but this same visibility had other unintended, tragic 

consequences. The unfortunate Hesychia, a matron who died by suicide after being 

accused of an unnamed crime, may have done so because she assumed she would be 

 
72 Ammianus 28.1.30-56. 
73 See also Lenski (2002): 220, 226, 229. See p 48. 
74 Ammianus 28.1.12. 
75 Ammianus 28.1.30-56, 29.2.23-28. See also Eunapius Frag. 6.39.8. 
76 Lenski (2002): 231-232. 
77 See CTh 4.18.1. 
78 See p 47-48. 
79 Ammianus 28.1.44-45. 
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made to go through a public trial.80 Attempting to save oneself by accusing others of 

worse crimes occurred throughout the magic trials, and officials used these accusations as 

opportunities for their own advancement.81 Both made it difficult to slow down the trials. 

The accusations were not necessarily true, but they had to be investigated nonetheless. 

These can be difficult to disentangle, and even competent emperors like Valentinian I 

could misunderstand situations in which they were not physically present or situations 

that were already getting out of control. 

 Imperials edicts from these years do show increased intolerance, and it is here 

that Manichaeanism reappears in imperial rhetoric. Valens made learning and teaching 

prohibited materials equally culpable, in this case citing astrology, which he called an 

error. The practice was banned day or night, public or private.82 It indicates an expansion 

of bans even though elsewhere Valentinian I maintained a traditional perspective of good 

and bad magic.83 The law meant that anyone remotely connected with an individual who 

learned or taught banned practices was susceptible to accusation. As Lenski has said, 

Valentinian I and Valens were concerned with the occult and private religious practices, 

and this included illegal magic and its “near relative” astrology.84 I add that these 

concerns expanded into Manichaeanism, which was associated with treason, sorcery, and 

sexual immorality. In 372, the first law against Manichaeanism since the First Tetrarchy 

appeared in context of the magic trials. I agree with Daniel König and Lieu that 

Valentinian I was concerned with Manichaeanism because on these associations, not 

theology.85 This is not necessarily different from Theodosius’ laws either, which I will 

discuss in later chapters. Sorcery and its associated social misbehaviours were always 

major concerns, and the response of Valentinian I to the magic trials and, I would argue, 

his concerns with Manichaeanism were not very different than his predecessors.86 It is 

 
80 Ammianus 28.1.47. This case is listed right after Rufina’s trial for adultery, so Hesychia was also likely 

accused of sexual immorality. 
81 See Ammianus 28.1.48-50, 29.1.6-7, 29.1.38-40, 29.2.2. 
82 CTh 9.16.8 (370? 373?). Issued by Valens. Schmidt-Hofner found both dates possible. I agree that laws 

against astrology and magic were frequent enough that there is no reason to connect this specific law to the 

trials in Antioch. Schmidt-Hofner (2008): 536. However, it does belong to the magic trials in general. See 

also CTh 16.5.4 (376; 378) from Gratian. Palanque, however, had doubts about the date, preferring 380. 

Palanque (1931). See also Barnard (1995): 138; Humfress (2008): 134. 
83 CTh 9.16.9 (371). Lenski has pointed out that even this had some precedent in Julian’s bans on Christian 

teachers. Lenski (2002): 237. See also Socrates HE 3.12. See CTh 9.16.7, dated 9 September 364 for a 

renewed ban on night rituals, with no recommended changes by Schmidt-Hofner. Schmidt-Hofner (2008): 

535. 
84 Lenski (2002): 218-219. 
85 CTh 16.5.3 (372). No changes recommended by Schmidt-Hofner. Schmidt-Hofner (2008): 572. König 

(2008): 5, 10; Lieu (1992): 127-128, 143-144. Ecclesiastical leaders had continued to write against them. 

See König (2008): 5-7 for a period of apparent tolerance. 
86 See also Errington (2006): 119; Hunt (2007): 73. 
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still important, however, that the re-emergence of Manichaeanism was in the context of a 

trial series centred heavily around concerns about sorcery, sexual immorality, treason, 

and elite misbehaviour. The exact situation Maximus would find himself in when he 

became emperor eight years after the end of the infamous magic trials.  

 

Conclusions 

The magic trials took place alongside multiple military problems, many of which 

Maximus himself was a part. The response of Valentinian I to the magic trials is similar 

to the way prior emperors had reacted to mass trials. There is another noticeable 

expansion of bans on sorcery, but this time the expansion likely included 

Manichaeanism. The regions most targeted by the magic trials were important areas like 

Rome, and the trials were heavily geared towards the aristocracy and officials. 

Appearances mattered greatly. Those who understood this survived, but those who did 

not, like Priscillian, suffered the consequences. Maximus’ proximity to several major 

theatres of war during the magic trials, including a brief period near Valentinian I, 

strongly suggests that he would view the Priscillianists trials from a similar perspective, 

that is, from an administrative view of enforcing order. 
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5. Intermediary Period II: The Death of 

Valentinian I and Adrianople (375-

380) 
The consequences of Adrianople set the stage for the Priscillianist controversy, 

specifically: the elevation of the inexperienced Gratian, the dubious loyalty of the 

military to the surviving emperors, the shadowy elevation of Theodosius in 379, and the 

subsequent tension between Gratian and Theodosius. It is the last consequence that likely 

led Maximus to Britain and to rebellion. First, I will discuss the death of Valentinian I 

and its numerous consequences before discussing Adrianople and its aftermath. I discuss 

the elevation of Theodosius and the posting of Maximus together, and suggest that both 

indicate that Gratian never had a firm control over his military and administration. This 

will help explain why Gratian’s response to the Priscillianists defers so strongly from that 

of Maximus. 

 

The Death of Valentinian I and Its Consequences (375-377) 

The unexpected death of Valentinian I in 375 led to serious destabilisation of the 

military in the west, and likely resulted in a tremendous reshuffling of generals. 

Merobaudes and a small circle of other members of the military elevated the child 

Valentinian II soon after the death of his father Valentinian I, but without the permission 

of Gratian.87 Ancient sources are almost entirely silent on the execution of Count 

Theodosius in 375.88 The few sources that discuss his execution attribute it to court 

intrigue but never state that the charges, which likely included treason, were false.89 The 

execution of Count Theodosius, like the execution of Gallus, may have been intended to 

 
87 Valentinian II was destined to be a figurehead whose main attraction was avoiding civil war. Rodgers 

(1981): 90. See Errington (1996): 440-441 and n 12 for how different sources portray the military elevation 

of Valentinian II. D.J.H. Jussen even calls it a “coup” against the possibility Gratian would be dominated 

by Maximinus, the main prosecutor of the magic trials, then Praetorian Prefect of Gaul. Jussen (2019): 261. 

McLynn came to similar conclusions. McLynn (1994): 84-85. Meaghan McEvoy pointed out that unlike 

Constantine I, Valentinian I did not make Gratian a Caesar first. There are a number of possible 

explanations for this, which McEvoy discusses more extensively than the present study can. McEvoy 

(2013): 49-53 especially. The exclusion of the fate of Maximinus in Ammianus is indeed curious, and I 

would largely attribute it to the overall unwillingness of Ammianus to discuss the fates of many civil and 

military officials after the death of Valentinian I—not just the execution of Count Theodosius. Compare to 

Matthews (1989): 211. Gavin Kelly has published a far more in-depth study of the 375-376 political and 

military problems surrounding the elevation of Valentinian II and the reactions from Gratian, Valens, and 

their respective courts than is possible here. Kelly (2013). 
88 Vanderspoel (1995): 188.  
89 PLRE I Flavius Theodosius 3. Vanderspoel (1995): 188; Leppin (2003): 32. Leppin also argues that 

Count Theodosius had made an earlier mistake by trying to have Romanus arrested. 30-31.  
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prevent usurpation. There were multiple ways of dealing with potentially threatening 

generals, depending on the size of their following.90 Of the successful generals in the 

west, we know of the fates of the following: Count Theodosius was executed in 375; 

Merobaudes was kept busy with several posts close to Gratian; Theodosius retreated to 

Hispania; and Gildo disappears entirely until 386.91 Maximus, like Gildo, seems to 

disappear. There is no reason to assume Maximus went with Theodosius into exile; 

Maximus’ relationship seems to have been primarily with the older Theodosius, not the 

younger.92 Several officers surrounding the fall of Maximinus as well as the illegal 

elevation of Valentinian II also disappeared or were removed.93 Among the latter was the 

popular general, Sebastianus, who Merobaudes may have considered a threat to 

Valentinian II.94 While these actions undoubtedly prevented usurpations, it destabilised 

the military in the west and undoubtedly caused discontent for more than just Maximus. 

Subsequent events suggest that Gratian was never able to assert himself over the 

remaining generals or his administrators. I would suggest that the tension between 

Gratian and Theodosius after 379, which I discuss in Chapter 7, was a development from 

this much earlier instability. The massive destruction of Adrianople only made it worse. 

There is the possibility that the Maximus listed alongside Lupicinus in Thrace in 

the buildup to Adrianople is Magnus Maximus. The PLRE lists a different Maximus for 

this episode, but some scholars have understood it as Magnus Maximus.95 Ammianus 

does not focus on this figure.96 There are two possibilities here: either both acted poorly 

but Lupicinus simply far more so, or this is Magnus Maximus and Ammianus was not 

willing to highlight him any more than he was willing to discuss the death of Count 

Theodosius. If it is Maximus, he was made dux Moesiae or dux Scythiae, which would 

match the promotions given to Merobaudes. Errington has already noted that Valens 

likely knew that the popular Sebastianus had been removed from any important position 

 
90 Lee (2015): 103. 
91 Merobaudes shared the consulship with Gratian in 377 and with Saturninus in 383. PLRE I Flavius 

Merobaudes 2. Gildo does not appear against until 386, when he is the comes et magister utriusque militiae 

per Africam, suggesting he remained in Africa. PLRE I Gildo. See Leppin (2003): 18 for this title. Lee 

counted the executions of Silvanus in 355 and Count Theodosius as examples of successful imperial 

preventions of usurpations. Lee (2015): 102-103.  
92 Balil (1965): 111. 
93 See Errington (1996): 440-7; Matthews (1975): 44-7, 56-63, 65 for the reshuffling of the courts after 

death of Valentinian I. This kind of in-fighting and shuffling also likely occurred after Maximus’ 

usurpation, which I will go into more detail in the coming chapters.  
94 See also Matthews (1975): 64. 
95 PLRE I Maximus 24 and Lupicinus 3; Snyder (2002): 45. Others have argued it is a different Maximus. 

Wijnendaele (2020). Some have considered it inconclusive or do not place him in Thrace. Sivan (1996b): 

208; Matthews (1975): 96, notes. 
96 Ammianus 31.4.9.  
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in the west when he requested that he be sent east in 378.97 Valens may have also 

requested Maximus and Theodosius be sent east at around this time.98 If so, according to 

Ammianus, Maximus was one of the officers who had a hand in the cruelties and 

mismanagement that eventually caused the uprising. However, there is insufficient 

evidence to say with certainty that Maximus was sent to Thrace c375-8. It must be kept 

in mind as a possibility when discussing the aftermath of Adrianople. 

 

Adrianople 

A lesson to derive from Adrianople is that the practical and ideological value of 

martial valour in (post-) tetrarchic imperial ideology, particularly in periods of high 

tension, were so necessary that emperors could make rash or distracted decisions. Valens 

followed Valentinian I until the latter’s death in 375.99 Tensions quickly arose between 

Gratian and Valens over who was the senior emperor, much like the Constantinian sons 

decades earlier.100 Gratian himself was aware of the necessity of appearing militarily 

skilled but lacked the opportunity and ability to gain control over his own generals. In 

377, Valens had sent Gratian orders to take the field against the Goths but Merobaudes 

prevented this out of concern that the absence of the military would trigger raiding in 

Gaul, which turned out to be correct.101 This could have been considered treasonous but 

Gratian did not take action against him.102 I add that other military officials also took their 

own initiatives without authorisation from Gratian.103 This is likely why, instead of 

helping Valens, Gratian took the opportunity to display his military valour by finishing 

off the Lentiensian Alamanni.104 Gratian was sure to be seen at the front.105 His 

appearance and success could help improve his relationships with the military and gain 

him rhetorical superiority over Valens.106 After his victories, Gratian even sent Valens a 

 
97 Errington (1996): 441, 443.  
98 Errington (1996): 449 for Theodosius. It has also been argued that Maximus likely reentered public life 

around 378 once Theodosius was exonerated. Balil (1965): 111. 
99 Ammianus 27.4.1; Lenski (2002): 24-25, 33-34; Matthews (1989): 190. 
100 See p 51 for the Constantinians. Palanque attributed senior status to Valens from 375 to 378. Palanque 

(1944): 284. This is a bit simplistic and the reality was slightly more combative than this implies, as 

Palanque later himself argues for the Gratian, Valentinian II, and Theodosius. See Palanque (1944): 285. 
101 Ammianus 31.7.3-4; 31.10.6. Valentinian I had refused to help Valens against the usurper Procopius for 

the same reason a decade earlier. Ammianus 26.5.12-13.  
102 Rodgers (1981): 90-91. 
103 Ammianus 31.7.3-4, 31.9.2-5.  
104 Ammianus 31.10.10. This would be Gratian’s first significant military success. Jussen (2019): 265. 
105 Ammianus 31.10.11, 14. 
106 See also McEvoy (2013): 65-66. See Jussen (2019) and Leppin (2007): 50 for how Valentinian I’s 

speech in Ammianus and surviving panegyrics dealt with the expectation of military ability in a child-

emperor.   
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letter advertising them.107 As it turned out, this did not help their relationship and neither 

did it help prevent the unfolding disaster, but it was a decision that made sense in light of 

the already-competitive relationship between Gratian and Valens. This kind of spiralling 

relationship had also occurred the last time there had been competitive co-rulers: 

Constans and Constantius II.  

Ammianus attributed Valens’ decision to fight the Goths without Gratian to his 

desire to outdo Gratian and Sebastianus, which is likely correct.108 The fact that 

Valentinian I had allotted a majority of the territory, military, and administration to the 

west—now in the hands of his young nephew—was another irritant.109 Valens, of course, 

died in consequence of his decision but I would argue that it was understandable given 

how vitally important military valour was in post-tetrarchic imperial ideology and 

Valens’ past problems gaining victories.110 Maximus was undoubtedly aware of the 

various dangers of failing to achieve victories but was also likely aware of the dangers of 

trying to achieve them, especially if he was in Thrace. 

 

The Elevation of Theodosius 

The elevation of Theodosius in the confusing aftermath of Adrianople is 

suspicious, and there is a possibility that Gratian was not responsible for it. Gratian added 

Asia and Libya to his own territories after the death of his uncle.111 In 378, he had 

revoked Valens’ banishment of uncooperative priests, ordered churches be given to those 

in communion with Damasus, and sent an official to carry out these orders.112 Gratian 

made it clear that he was now in charge of the whole empire. This makes it difficult to 

understand the reason for the elevation of Theodosius. According to Theodoret, after 

winning victories over the Goths, neither Gratian nor Theodosius’ opponents at court 

believed Theodosius had won the victories he had claimed after having been recalled in 

 
107 Ammianus 31.11.6. 
108 Ammianus 31.12.17; Eunapius Frag. 6.44.3. See Lenski (2002): 127, 139, 166 for pressures on Valens 

throughout his reign to win military victories or overturn humiliating treaties. 
109 Lenski (2002): 26-27 for the division of the empire. See Errington (2006): 60-2 for the problems leading 

up to Adrianople. 
110 Ammianus 31.13.12-7. For a slightly different view, see McLynn (1994): 88. For a full analysis of 

Adrianople, see Leppin (2003): 35-39. I disagree slightly with Leppin’s view that various small 

miscalculations were made but understandable. Valens’ various requests for support and for the transfer of 

tried generals were good decisions. It was his last-minute decision to rush into battle without the support he 

had requested that was poor, though I agree he may have thought he had sufficient supplies and forces. It 

was still a tremendously poor decision, particularly given Valens’ past difficulties defeating the Goths. See 

n 22 p 62. See also Matthews (1975): 88-91. 
111 Theodoret 5.1. 
112 Theodoret 5.2.  
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377 or 378.113 Pacatus suggests that Theodosius was canvassing for support after the 

execution of his father.114 If true, then Gratian’s decision to recall him would have been 

influenced by the need to prevent another usurpation. On the other hand, sending him to a 

dangerous frontier could also point to hopes that something would happen to Theodosius 

that would permanently remove him as a danger.115 Gratian may have hoped Maximus 

would also be killed, if the Maximus at Thrace in 376 is Magnus Maximus. In the case of 

Maximus, at least, Gratian’s fear certainly turned out to be correct.  

The elevation itself appears to have been by the military only, with Gratian’s 

acceptance a necessity of the moment rather than a choice. Ancient sources indicate that 

Theodosius was made Augustus on 19 January 379 after travelling back to Sirmium to 

provide updates to Gratian, strongly suggesting that Theodosius was made an Augustus 

purely because of his military skill.116 However, military success alone does not explain 

why Theodosius was made an emperor.117 Nixon and Rodgers pointed out that the 

assembly that elected Theodosius in 379, at least according to Pacatus, was a military 

assembly.118 If Maximus was in Thrace, he may have been at this council himself or been 

among those at court supporting Theodosius.119 Hagith Sivan suggests he may have even 

been one of the candidates.120 This time the army chose a co-ruler, and they picked 

someone with military experience.121 The election of Theodosius may have been a 

 
113 Theodoret 5.5. Vanderspoel notes that the sequence of events usually given by ancient sources would 

have required Theodosius to receive Gratian's summons in Hispania, travel to Thrace, fight during winter, 

return to Sirmium, and become emperor all between 8 August 378 and 19 January 379. Vanderspoel 

(1995): 190. See also Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 38-40 p 460-461; Omissi (2018): 256-257; Errington 

(1996): 440, 448-452; Sivan (1996b): 198-201. I am inclined to agree with Vanderspoel that it is more 

likely that Gratian recalled Theodosius after the execution of Count Theodosius’ opponents in 376, 

meaning Theodosius could have been fighting for Gratian as early as 377 or as part of the forces sent east 

in 378 to avenge Valens. Vanderspoel (1995): 190-191; Theodoret 5.4; Ammianus 31.12.6-7; Sivan 

(1996b): 201. See Matthews (1971): 1075-1076; Leppin (2003): 43. See Errington (1996): 449-450 and 

McLynn (2005): 91-94 for Theodosius’ possible positions between his recall and 379. 
114 Pan. Lat. II(12).9.1-4; Sivan (1996b): 209. 
115 Constantius II sent Julian to Gaul hoping that he might be killed. Eunapius Frag. 1.14.2; Socrates HE 

3.1. Constantius II was suspicious of Julian based on his relationship to the executed Gallus. See p 57. 
116 Pan. Lat. II(12).5-11; Theodoret 5.5-6; Sozomen HE 7.2; Vanderspoel (1995): 187-188. Lenski has 

suggested that Ambrose pushed Gratian towards electing a Nicene emperor, but this does not explain why 

Theodosius specifically. Lenski (2002): 262. 
117 Vanderspoel (1995): 187, 189.  
118 Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 40 p 461 on Pan. Lat. II(12).11.1-2, 31.2. See Prosper 379. Panegyrics 

suggest a variety of scenarios. Sivan (1996b): 204-210. The assembly to elect Valentinian I after the death 

of Jovian was made up of military leaders and civilian officials. Leppin (2007): 35. It is possible that the 

assembly to elect Theodosius was made of the same, but this is uncertain and the situation in 379 was more 

complex given the military crises and the existence of two living emperors. 
119 For similar, see Sivan (1996b): 208; Matthews (1975): 96, notes. Sivan does not argue that the Maximus 

at Thrace was Magnus Maximus. Matthews argued that evidence is inconclusive. 
120 Sivan (1996b): 209-210. 
121 Pan. Lat. II(12).11.3-5. See Cons. Const. 364, 375. See also McEvoy (2013): 77-80 for the complex 

interplay between Gratian, the military, and Theodosius at the election of Theodosius. See Errington 
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conspiracy, a fait accompli.122 Any number of officials, including Gratian, may have 

genuinely worried he was planning to revolt or cause some other kind of disruption.123 If 

this scenario is correct, then Gratian accepted Theodosius to stave off a major revolt. 

This suggests that the problems caused by Gratian’s age and his inability to assert control 

started early, and the elevations of Theodosius and Valentinian II indicate that Gratian 

did not necessarily have the loyalty of a far larger portion of the military than just 

Maximus. 

It is in 379, in the midst of the almost unprecedented disaster of Adrianople and 

these problems with Theodosius that Gratian forbade all heresies proscribed by civil and 

divine law.124 He made extensive use of pejorative language: haereses, profanus, 

nocitura, obfutura, morte tabificat, nefaria institutione non perdat, omnesque perversae 

istius superstitionis, and infamant were juxtaposed with the redempta, venerabili lavacro 

corpora reparata of Catholic doctrine, which Gratian did not define, unlike 

Theodosius.125 Gratian’s law tried to prevent the spread of unapproved ideas by using 

pejorative language, preventing the formation of such groups, and removing and 

denigrating their meeting places.126 Gratian’s argument again was that these groups were 

not ‘true’ Christians.127 However, there is no evidence here of a major shift away from the 

generally tolerant policy of Valentinian I. There does appear to be a notable shift after the 

elevation of Theodosius but, more immediately, Gratian had other concerns about 

Theodosius and his associates. 

 

Maximus and Britain  

 Maximus was likely sent to Britain because he was a danger to both Gratian and 

Valentinian II based on his relationship to the Theodosians and, possibly, his presence at 

 
(1996): 450-452; Errington (1997): 22; Matthews (1975): 91-92 for possible reasons why Theodosius was 

chosen. 
122 Sivan (1996b): 210. For another view, see McLynn (2005): 88-89. 
123 Lee (2015): 117. See also Omissi (2018): 260-261. 
124 CTh 16.5.5. See Appendix A for the full Latin text. 
125 Its counterpart, CJ 1.5.2, defined heretical as any deviation from Catholic doctrine on the slightest 

grounds (tramite detecti fuerint deviare). See Appendix A for full Latin text. I would argue that ‘heresy’ 

here is still defined by opposition to the imperially sanctioned church. There is no definition of Catholic at 

this stage. 
126 Berzon (2017): 139-140. 
127 McLynn has argued that this law primarily refers to the Donatists: it is neither an indicator nor an about-

face nor the influence of Ambrose at the stage. McLynn (1994): 102. Todd Breyfogle suggested it is 

possible that Gratian referred to the Priscillianists. Breyfogle (1995): n 23 p 439. As to the latter, it is 

possible but the law is too general and there is no evidence of imperial involvement in 379. This also 

depends on the jurisdiction of Hesperius, the addressee. PLRE I Decimius Hilarianus Hesperius 2. 
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the assembly that promoted Theodosius. Firstly, we have already seen that those involved 

with the illegal elevation of Valentinian II were removed or disappear from record, so if a 

similar scenario occurred with Theodosius after his elevation in 379, then moving or 

removing Maximus was not unexpected. Even if Maximus was not at the assembly, he 

was connected to both Count Theodosius and Theodosius, and likely had his own 

following. Britain’s peripheral status was reinforced by its repeated use as a place of 

exile, and Pacatus does refer to Maximus as an exile.128 Exile or outright dismissal could 

be dangerous, and the execution of high officials was rare.129 Gratian was also primarily 

focused on mending bridges rather than risking them, so it is not likely that Maximus was 

officially exiled.130 Assuming a year from spring or summer 383 to organise a successful 

invasion of Gaul, Maximus was in Britain no later than late summer 382.131 The Gallic 

Chronicler of 452 noted that the military in Britain made Maximus emperor in 381.132 

However, it is more likely that he arrived in Britain in 381 rather than that he was made 

emperor in 381. Based on all known information, I am inclined to argue that Maximus 

went into exile to Hispania in 375/6 like Theodosius with the possibility that, instead of 

exile, he was promoted like Merobaudes and was sent to Thrace in 376. He was then 

‘promoted’ to Britain in 379 or 380 after Theodosius’ accession and the reshuffling of all 

three courts. 133 An early posting in 379 or 380, I suggest, would help account for the 

significant place of Maximus in Welsh, Anglo-Saxon, and medieval British traditions, 

and would allow Maximus plenty of time to organise a successful rebellion.134 If accurate, 

the posting was highly political and not at all covert. 

The stated reason for sending Maximus to Britain was likely related to raiding. 

Raids did occur in Britain but were not as extensive as Gratian likely claimed and 

Maximus would have discovered this quite quickly if he did not know it already.135 

Maximus had already spent time in Britain due to allegedly extensive raiding and become 

aware of the real situation quickly. Written and archaeological sources suggest that there 

 
128 Pan. Lat. II(12).22.3, 23.2-3. See Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 78 p 477. See Gerrard (2013): 1 for 

Britain as a “peripheral region”. See Jones (1996): 162 for exile to Britain as a form of punishment. See p 

73 for other officials exiled to Britain. Several Priscillianists were also exiled to Britain. 
129 Lee (2015): 112-115. 
130 See also Omissi (2018): 264; Matthews (1975): 65-69. 
131 Matthews suggested a crossing in June or July 383. Matthews (1975): 165. Escribano Paño (1990): 258 

suggested spring or summer 383. Baldus (1984): 175 suggested summer 383. 
132 Gallic Chronicler of 452, 381. Maximus tyrannus in Brittania a militibus constituitur. The manuscript 

tradition is not uniform on the use of tyrannus: M: imperator a militibus B: militibus imperator. 
133 Christopher A. Snyder suggested he was sent to Britain around 381. Synder (2002): 45. 
134 See Snyder (2002): 48-49; Matthews (1982); McMullen (2011); Harbus (2002); Guy (2018), especially 

386-388 for these traditions. 
135 See Hind (1975): 101-104; Rance (2012): 231; Bartholomew (1984): 178. 



 

84 

 

were problems in Britain during the fourth century but that these issues were more likely 

persistent small-scale problems like raiding rather than the large scale warfare.136 The 

Gallic Chronicler of 452 noted that Maximus overcame an incursion of Picts and Scotti 

(Irish) in 382.137 If correct, Maximus’ rebellion came not long after at least one 

successful campaign against Picts and Scots, which could certainly be used support his 

candidacy to the army in Gaul.138 Archaeological finds in Ireland do suggest extensive 

raiding and settling of Britain over the course of the fourth and fifth centuries, so various 

incursions are possible and not just the one noted by the Gallic Chronicler of 452 in 

382.139 The group Ammianus refers to as the Attacotti only appear in the ‘barbarian 

conspiracy’ of 367/8 and in the Notitia Dignitum as auxiliaries.140 Maximus is the most 

likely candidate for much of the work of introducing and settling the Attacotti, or some 

Irish groups at least, into the army.141 If he was sent to Britain in 379 or 380, he spent 

three years aware of the true nature of his appointment, and busy working with various 

groups who may have then assisted him in his rebellion in 383. 

Maximus’ exact title in Britain is unclear but he was in a position to gain the 

support of officials in Britain and on the continent, and he used these connections wisely. 

Ammianus mentioned a dux Britanniarum and a Count of the Maritime Region in 368, 

which may or may not be the official known as the Count of the Saxon Shore in the 

Notitia Dignitatum, the only source for this title.142 It is possible that Maximus was sent 

to Britain as one of these officials, but the lack of evidence can only make this an 

educated guess. Maximus is described variously in modern historiography as dux or 

comes or, simply, a commander in Britain.143 Considering there is no record of Maximus 

having experience in naval warfare, he was more likely the Dux Britanniarum than the 

Comes Litoris Saxonici. If the latter position existed when Maximus arrived in Britain, it 

 
136 See Cotterill (1993): 232; Rance (2001): 244-245 and Rance (2012): 232; Lenski (2002): 141. 
137 Incursantes Pictos et Scottos Maximus strenue superauit. 
138 Gallic Chronicler of 452, 381. See Birley (1981): 351; Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 78 p 477; Casey 

(1979): 72. See Lee (2015): n 10 p 118. 
139 Rance (2001): 254-255. 
140 Rance (2001): 243, 247-248. Ammianus 27.8.5. There is some evidence that the ‘conspiracy’ was 

sufficiently advertised or large enough to be known in the east by 376. See Rance (2012). 
141 See Casey (1979): 67, 75-76. There is not enough evidence to determine the scale of any settlements or 

accommodations, which were not necessarily consistent over time. Rance (2001): 258. Valentinian I was 

preoccupied with the Danube, Count Theodosius did not stay long in Britain. Valentinian II only had 

control of Britain between 388 and 392. Eugenius usurped and was not put down until 394, and Theodosius 

died the following year. This leaves Maximus. See also Casey (1979): 76. 
142 Gerrard (2013): 27. Ammianus 27.8.1.   
143 See Guest (2005): 62; Sordi (1982): 51; Lunn-Rockliffe (2010): 319; Synder (2002): 45; Lee (2015): 

103; Matthews (1975): 195; Baldus (1984): 175; Birley (1981): 346; Palanque (1929): 33; Palanque 

(1965): 255-256, and notes. See Birley (1981): 350-1 for an additional bibliography. 
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was more likely occupied by Andragathius, who, at least later, did have naval experience 

and helped Maximus in his rebellion as a field commander.144 Andragathius may have 

also been the maritimus tractus or comes under Gratian.145 If so, Maximus’ successful 

rebellion reflects successfully acquiring the support of officers in charge of logistics, with 

access to troops in Gaul, and with valuable supplies in Britain.146 Unfortunately, Gratian’s 

gamble with Maximus did not work because Maximus was connected and experienced, 

and because the post-tetrarchic system based legitimacy on individual claims to power. 

The next few years show that Gratian, unlike his father, Maximus, or Theodosius, was 

significantly less able to demonstrate his suitability for rulership and he continued to 

have problems asserting himself. This includes his behaviour during the Priscillianist 

controversy, to which we now turn. 

 

Conclusions 

Valentinian I and Valens had compensated for their lack of connections to the 

previous dynasty by demonstrating their suitability in other ways, especially law and 

order and martial valour. However, Gratian was too young and inexperienced to exert his 

authority in these areas successfully. Adrianople demonstrates that Gratian did not have a 

firm hold over the military at any point, not just in the last few highly contentious years 

with Theodosius. The Valentinians’ continued efforts to elevate the imperial apparatus 

also meant further isolating imperial dialogues from specific situations. Valens’ actions 

at Adrianople were largely informed not by the practical necessities at hand, but by the 

contest of martial valour between himself and Gratian. The discrepancy between imperial 

dialogues and ‘real’ situations could be significant. It happens, most tragically, during the 

Priscillianist controversy. 

 

 

 

 
144 PLRE I Andragathius 3. He is listed in the PLRE as the magister equitum of Maximus, but is variously 

called comes, ἵππαρχος, and στρατηγός. He was Maximus’ cavalry commander during the revolt but died 

while commanding the fleet. Zosmius 4.35.  
145 See Cotterill (1993): 238 for the possible duties of the comes, maritimus tractus, and the garrisons of the 

limites. However, there is no evidence he had a position at all under Gratian. See Rodgers (1981): 96. 
146 See Cotterill (1993): 238-239 for the possibility that the forts in Britain were largely a logistic system 

for the movement of resources in Britain. See Pearson (2006): 348-349 for this and other possibilities. 
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6. The Council of Zaragoza (380) in 

Context 
Priscillian likely began practicing in the 370s.1 Over the next few years, he 

attracted a large number of people across different classes, including bishops Instantius 

and Salvianus.2 Hyginus, bishop of Córdoba, heard of them from his see in a nearby 

region, and informed Hydatius, bishop of Mérida, of their activities.3 Hydatius 

challenged Priscillian until a council was held in Zaragoza in 380 to deal with the 

heretical Priscillianists.4 At least, this is the version of events set out by Sulpicius. The 

reality was more complicated. 

The Council of Zaragoza was likely meant to resolve these disputes, and it existed 

in a relatively peaceful region that was also extremely diverse. This study has shown that 

contemporary imperial rhetoric, however, applied standardised definitions of 

acceptability. First, I will briefly discuss contemporaneous legislation from Theodosius 

and compare these laws to Gratian, whose legislation differed tremendously. Next, to 

illustrate the environment in which the Priscillianist controversy developed, I will briefly 

discuss the Roman government in Hispania and the development of the churches in the 

peninsula. I will argue that each of the participants in the Council of Zaragoza likely 

came with radically different understandings of social acceptability and of episcopal 

duties which may have impacted both the canons and the subsequent behaviour of the 

Priscillianists and their opponents. This will help illustrate the intractability of the 

disputes, but also the various reasons why imperial responses—both those of Gratian and 

Maximus—sided with the opponents of Priscillian. 

 

Theodosius and the Rise of Nicene Exclusivism 

Beneath the thin veneer of collegiality between Gratian and Theodosius, vast 

differences in religious policy quickly emerged and the pressure of various incursions 

began to take their toll. Multiple military crises unfolded after Adrianople and once 

 
1 Conti (2010): 1; Chadwick (1976): 8.  
2 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 155-6; 2.46.2-3. Sulpicius emphasised the closeness of these three: …inter quos 

Instantius et Salvianus Priscillianum non solum consensione, sed sub quadam etiam coniuratione 

susceperant… I differ here from Richard Goodrich’s translation on this line. Translating the line as I have 

maintains Sulpicius’ treatment of Priscillian and his allusions to Sallust’s Catiline. See Sallust The War 

with Catiline 17.1, 18.1. 
3 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 156a; 2.46.3. ex vicino agens. 
4 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 156a; 2.46.3. 
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Theodosius became emperor, delicate political realignments followed.5 Military victories 

were vital in such an environment as we have seen, and Theodosius announced several 

badly needed ones in 380 alongside his and Gratian’s consulships.6 As with the Third 

Tetrarchy, the Constantinian sons, and the brief period between 375 and 378, the 

collegiality did not last. Theodosius made his religious position clear and in absolute 

terms by declaring that Nicene Christianity was ‘Catholic’, and that Nicene Christianity 

was the only official religion of empire as of 27 February 380. By Catholic Christians, 

Theodosius meant those in communion with Damasus or Rome and Peter of Alexandria 

and those who professed the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit as one in the Trinity.7 

Theodosius declared the promise of divine punishment for those others who were 

demented and maintained heretical dogma and thus would not receive the name of 

churches.8  

Like his Christian predecessors, Theodosius associated the welfare of Catholicism 

with the security of empire; therefore, heresy was a significant problem for that security.9 

The innovation here is that Theodosius explicitly stated that the Nicene position was 

‘Catholic’, making exclusive claim to the universality of that term. By extension, non-

Nicene groups were not protected since they did not fit the new imperial definition of 

‘Christian’, and, theoretically at least, non-Christians were not protected at all.10 This is 

not entirely new since there had been a gradual build towards removing protections from 

non-imperial church groups, even if what constituted ‘non-imperial church’ shifted. 

There had also been a gradual escalation in laws targeting unacceptable religious 

practices since the First Tetrarchy. Theodosius’ law was the final, logical step towards an 

imperial shift from orthopraxy to orthodoxy.11 Instead of focusing on what Roman 

religion was not, Theodosius dictated what it was. The promise of divine punishment is 

an extension of the tetrarchic and post-tetrarchic practice of visualizing the emperor as a 

kind of cosmic mediator.12 Sacrilege in specific reference to Easter, for instance, does 

 
5 Cons. Const. 378; Prosper 378; Socrates HE 5. 
6 Cons. Const. 380; Prosper 380; Marcellinus Comes 380. 
7 CTh 16.1.2. 
8 CTh 16.1.2.1. 
9 See also Humfress (2008): 133. I would add, again, that this is more or less the same formulation of the 

First Tetrarchy. See p 28-29 especially. It is not entirely a reflection of Christianity, and neither is the basic 

idea new. Cf Escribano Paño (1990): 255. 
10 Sozomen HE 7.4, 7.12. There is disagreement about the original purpose of the law. Errington (1997): 

37, 41; McLynn (2005): 80-83. 
11The edict came at the peak of the Arian controversy in Constantinople. Barnard (1995): 126. Laws did 

have a limited geographical range. Errington (1997): 21.  
12 Contra David Hunt, I would clarify that divine punishment should not be connected exclusively with the 

Christian understanding of sacrilege or with the Christian emperors. Hunt (1993): 147. 
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have an obviously Christian religious aspect, but the contravention of the emperor’s word 

as a kind of sacrilege or the imperial promise that God will seek vengeance against those 

who do not adhere to divine/imperial laws is not new. 

Theodosius further equated violation of the law with sacrilege in a legal fragment 

that is likely from the same law. The fragment is quite short: Qui divinae legis 

sanctitatem aut nesciendo confundunt aut neglegendo violant et offendunt, 

sacrilegium committunt.13 There has been some confusion as to whether divina lex here 

referred to the “law of God” or the law of the emperor. Pharr left the question open in his 

notes and translated it as “divine law”. The most recent edition of the CJ translated this 

phrase as “imperial law”, yielding the translation: “Whoever through ignorance disturbs 

or through negligence outrages or damages the sanctity of imperial law commits 

sacrilege.” I would argue that both translations are insufficient. ‘Divine law’ is an 

acceptable translation but lacks the connotation of ‘imperial law’ that the recent 

translation of the CJ provided, and which is correct. There is no way to translate divina 

lex into English that would maintain both connotations, so we must keep in mind that 

both ‘divine’ and ‘imperial’ law were implied simultaneously, both for CTh 16.2.25 and 

CTh 16.1.2.14 Combining CTh 16.1.2 and 16.2.25, Theodosius created only one 

acceptable religious identity and an unclarified legal mechanism to punish those who 

failed to conform to the law, now explicitly sanctified.15 While the edict does not specify 

punishment, it left the door open for potential prosecution.16 McLynn has argued that the 

Cunctos Populos ought to be seen in reference to favours. He points to Ammianus’ 

comment that the beginning of a reign was the best time to get favours, and Cuntos 

Populos may have originally been in reference to one such favour.17 While Errington is 

correct in stating that much of the surviving religious legislation from Theodosius was 

“mere propaganda”, I argue that allowing for prosecution of such crimes and the fact that 

such propaganda was how Theodosius reacted to dissent are still important.18 Regardless, 

the rhetorical bombardment of dissent and deviancy in Cunctos populos is more 

 
13 CTh 16.2.25 (=CJ 9.29.1).  
14 See also Errington (1997): 39. 
15 For an opposing view of Cunctos populos, see McLynn (2005): 83.  
16 Errington has also pointed out that there is a tendency in ancient and modern historians to generalise 

Theodosius as “orthodox, pious, and favouring the catholic Church by and large with little concrete 

evidence” and his laws, including the Cunctos populos as evidence. Errington (1997): 21. While this is 

certainly true, I would argue that context is key to avoid generalising, and that Cunctos populos is still an 

important development in imperial methods of dealing with dissent.  
17 McLynn (1994): 107, pointing to Ammianus 30.9.3. 
18 Errington (1997): 22. See also McLynn (2005): 82. 
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expansive than past attempts.  

Cunctos populos, as exclusivist as it is, still relies on old methods of removing 

dissent. The law attacks the leadership, funding, and access to space of the proscribed 

groups; it uses rhetoric of insanity which is then compared to the piety and sanctity of the 

emperor and his religious beliefs.19 As Markus Mertaniemi has already noted, in the face 

of so many military threats and potential challenges to his new dynasty, Theodosius was 

not going to take any chances by allowing any religion beyond what he considered 

orthodox.20 As I have argued throughout this study, under pressure, fourth-century 

emperors tended to ‘double down’ on anything they considered deviant, often expanding 

the scope and penalties of the law. In the coming chapters I will discuss how far 

Theodosius was able to enforce his decree, and how these attempts affected Maximus.  

For Gratian, however, attempting to enforce legislation and to mediate disputes 

was considerably more difficult in several respects, and there is very little evidence that 

he was involved in the Priscillianist dispute prior to 381. As we have seen, Gratian had 

difficulty controlling his generals. There is no record of him in either Britain or Hispania. 

His knowledge of events in these provinces and in Gaul would depend on the loyalty, 

knowledge, and honesty of his officials. To understand the specifics of the imperial 

government in Hispania and how it likely functioned in practice, we must examine it in 

detail.  

 

The Roman Government in Late Antique Hispania 

The imperial government largely ignored Hispania, and there was very little 

attention paid to it outside a few known direct interventions after the conquests. Despite 

the longevity of Roman presence in the Iberian Peninsula, there was little effort put into 

developing it until Augustus.21 The creation of colonia and municipia under Julius Caesar 

and Augustus was part of an “imperial emphasis on urbanization and Romanization”, 

starting in Baetica and the east coast.22 Several major Flavian grants rapidly accelerated 

the construction of Roman-style buildings and the emergence of Roman offices.23 

 
19 CTh 16.1.2.1 Hanc legem sequentes Christianorum catholicorum nomen iubemus amplecti, reliquos vero 

dementes vesanosque iudicantes haeretici dogmatis infamiam sustinere nec conciliabula eorum 

ecclesiarum nomen accipere, divina primum vindicta, post etiam motus nostri, quem ex caelesti arbitrio 

sumpserimus, ultione plectendos. CTh 16.1.2.1. In this instance, I would accept Pharr’s translation of 

caelestis as ‘heavenly’ in the exclusively Christian sense given the context and intention of the law.  
20 Mertaniemi (2011): 162.  
21 Kulikowski (2004): 1, 3-4; and 5-8 for Augustan changes. 
22 Curchin (1990): 7. See also Reynolds (2010): 12; Kulikowski (2004): 23. 
23 Kulikowski (2004): 10-17. 
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Consequently, the Roman city and civic habits appeared throughout Hispania by the high 

imperial period.24 However, ‘throughout’ did not mean ‘universally’ or ‘evenly’. Towns 

varied.25 The successes of Trajan, Hadrian, the Theodosians, and Maximus reflect 

opportunities for soldiers, not for Hispanic civic elite.26 The last major imperial action in 

Hispania before the Diocletianic changes appears to be the division of the Asturian-

Gallaecian legion from Hispania Citerior in 214; the only definitive imperial presence in 

Hispania was Constans’ flight to northern Hispania in 350.27 Hispania simply did not 

have military problems that required immediate imperial attention. The bishops involved 

in the Priscillianist controversy did debate city versus rural ideals, but there were also 

tremendously different levels and ways of adaptation of Roman practices.  

The different regions in Hispania and their connections to the imperial 

government were also affected by the third century crisis. There is a difference between 

economic and socio-political consequences of crises. There is no archaeological or 

economic evidence for a ‘crisis’ in Hispania.28 I will come back to this continued 

prosperity when I discuss the various practical considerations of Maximus in regards to 

the verdicts against the Priscillianists. There were other, more socio-political potential 

problems. Hispanic cities ceased using their correct legal rights and titles, likely after 212 

but without imperial approval.29 There is fourth-century evidence of Diocletian’s 

indiction dating in North Africa but none in Hispania or Gaul until the later fifth 

century.30 Hispania also adopted the cumulative dating system later than Italy and North 

Africa, and never substantially adopted consular dating.31 Northern Hispania also began 

using the aera dating system, a peculiarly Hispanic dating system in use by at least 278.32 

Popular adoption of a different dating system is no small matter. It indicates a disconnect 

from the rest of the empire, which we ought to take into consideration when we discuss 

the Priscillianists. Priscillianism was popular in northern Hispania—precisely the areas 

that created a new dating system, were among the last to be conquered, and among the 

 
24 Kulikowski (2004): 21-22. 
25 Kulikowski (2004): 23. 
26 See Leppin (2003): 19 for opportunities provided by the military for lower-class families and others. 
27 Herodian 4.7.3, see n 3.; Herodian 1.10.1-3; Eunapius Frag. 1.11.2; Eutropius 10.9. For a summary of 

imperial actions in Hispania in the second and third centuries, see Arce (2005): 341-345. See Chastagnol 

(1965): 270-271 for summaries of Diocletianic and Constantinian administrative changes. 
28 See Díaz (2000): 4; Kulikowski (2004): 21, 32, 45-46; Curchin (1990): 117; Osland (2016): 87; de Blois 

(2007): 497.  
29 Kulikowski (2004): 18. 
30 Handley (2003): 127. See Howgego (1995): 38-39 for the indiction system and its problems. 
31 Handley (2003): 118, 122, 131.  
32 Handley (2003): 135.  
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first to be lost. Priscillian’s seemingly odd behaviour in same aspects may be a result of 

this relative isolation as well as his own religious beliefs.33 I will suggest that Maximus 

may have been among the emperors interested in developing these more marginal areas.  

Imperial administration and the military in Hispania were also unusual. Military 

presence in the peninsula was smaller than the rest of the west.34 Almost all known 

quaestors in Hispania are documented in conventus Tarragonensis, an area with long-

standing city structures, although there are multiple possible reasons for this.35 There is 

an unusually large number of offices other than the traditional duovir, aedile, and 

quaestor.36 What functions these offices served is unclear, but there were no magistrates 

from Hispania higher than a procurator.37 This suggests that there were few avenues for 

advancement in Hispania, which may factor into the motivations of Ithacius and Hydatius 

for publicly pursing the Priscillianists. It also suggests that movements, like aera dating, 

could spread quickly within the peninsula but outside habits like Roman-style cities were 

not uniformly or quickly adapted and adopted. Lastly, there are major gaps in recorded 

officials in Hispania. According to Sulpicius, there were no proconsuls for Hispania 

during the Priscillianist controversy, though there is an earlier known governor of 

Baetica.38 The fasti in the PLRE lists no provincial governors in Hispania between c370-

c383 except for Volventius.39 How these gaps relate, if at all, to the absence of official 

involvement in this Priscillianist controversy is unclear. I will discuss the widely 

dissimilar experiences of the imperial government in the different regions of  Hispania in 

my discussion of the known sees at the Council of Zaragoza below. 

 

Regionalism and the Church in Late Antique Hispania 

On top of these variations between Hispania and the rest of the west, there were 

wide differences in the development of the church. In general, the Hispanic churches 

were ‘behind’ relative to many parts of the west in terms of structure and procedure, and 

 
33 Despite imperial rhetoric, local custom often continued without imperial notice. Harries (1988): 149. 
34 Kulikowski (2013): 526. 
35 Curchin (1990): 29-30.  
36 Curchin (1990): 36. See also Curchin (2014): 285; Kulikowski (2004): 25. 
37 Curchin (1990): 47-48.  
38 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 157b; 2.49.2. Ammianus 28.1.26. Phalangius was the governor of Baetica who 

executed Lollianus. Sulpicius does not clarify what he meant by ‘at this time’ (tam iam proconsulem 

habere desierant). 
39 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 157a; 2.49.1. Hispania did not have proconsuls, so Sulpicius is incorrect as to 

titles, though a proconsul for Hispania may have been a provisional appointment for a specific purpose. 

Chastagnol (1965): 281-282. 
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significantly behind the east. Western canonical legislation regarding the metropolitan 

system only begins with the Council of Rome in 386.40 In Hispania, the term 

‘metropolitan’ does not even appear in surviving texts until the mid-fifth century.41 

Christianity did not make decisive changes in Hispania until around the same time.42 In 

context, then, the Zaragoza canons are not from bishops with a sense of the metropolitan 

system. This can be contrasted with southern Gaul, which by the time of Priscillianist 

controversy had a firm connection to Rome, a metropolitan system, and an ecclesiastical 

structure and civil structure more in line with those elsewhere.43 The Gallic bishops at 

Zaragoza had very different frames of reference than their Hispanic counterparts. I will 

argue that this difference helps account for the vastly different outcomes of the Council 

of Zaragoza and the Synod of Bordeaux, and for the growing inability to resolve the 

conflict.  

Within Hispania, there were also variations in culture and religious environment, 

and these variations and the competition between bishops made it even more difficult to 

mend bridges. The two greatest areas of difference were ideas of ideal gendered 

behaviour and relationships to cities. The southern and eastern areas had a long tradition 

of cities and Roman rule, and the central, western, and northern regions did not.44 

Gallaecia, where Priscillianism was most entrenched, seems to have had very different 

socio-political structures. To illustrate these differences and the problems they created for 

the Priscillianist controversy, I will focus on the known sees at the Council of Zaragoza 

and on the backgrounds of the participants and their cities.  

 

The Council of Zaragoza 

Before going into the Council itself, it is worth pausing and parsing what 

Sulpicius states about the origins of the conflict between Priscillian and his opponents, 

starting with Hydatius. There is no indication of whether Hyginus ever physically met 

Priscillian or anyone associated with him. Rather, it appears that he heard about them 

from someone else, who may have never met any ‘Priscillianist’ either but was also 

passing on what they had heard. Hyginus then passed what he had heard to Hydatius, 

 
40 Norton (2007): 25. The first detailed papal letter to Hispania is from 404, and there are only four 

altogether between 404 and 465. Norton (2007): 154. 
41 Norton (2007): 130. 
42 Kulikowski (2004): 40. 
43 Norton (2007): 156. 
44 See Díaz (2000): 6. See Díaz (2000): 4, 6 for continued importance of cities in Late Antiquity. See also 

Kulikowski (2004): 56. 



 

93 

 

whose subsequent reactions were based off of at least second-hand information. The 

Priscillianist controversy was thus always based on rumour and innuendo, not on what 

Priscillian was ‘really’ doing.45 Contemporaries were likely confused about separating 

fact from rumour, truth from accusation. The highly personalised disputes after the 

Council of Zaragoza likely made distinguishing between versions of events all the more 

difficult. 

There are twelve bishops total in the acta: Phoebadius (Agens), Delphinus 

(Bordeaux), Auxentius (Toledo), Symposius (Astorga), Valerius (Zaragoza), Ithacius 

(Faro), Hydatius (Mérida), Lucius (Tarragona), and Carterius, Eutychius, Ampelius, and 

Splendonius, whose sees are all unknown. Hyginus, Salvianus, Instantius, and Priscillian 

did not attend the council, but I have included them here since they are known 

participants in the controversy by 380.46 Table 1 shows these bishops’ probable 

orientations.  

Bishops who did attend were likely on a spectrum in regards to Priscillian, with 

the majority probably resting somewhere in the middle.47 I have placed Hyginus in the 

‘aligned’ column because he was in communion with Priscillian for the majority of the 

controversy, with the understanding that this may not have been his initial position or a 

reflection of his ‘genuine’ ideas about Priscillian, which I discuss below. Those who 

were ‘likely against’ Priscillian may have been against him to a degree or to certain 

elements of Priscillianism. A majority of these bishops were in heavily Romanised areas 

with consistent participation in the Mediterranean world (Mérida, Bordeaux, Agens, 

Faro, and Tarragona). The ‘unknown’ bishops may not have felt strongly one way or the 

other or wished to remain neutral. At this stage, most bishops are in this column. It is 

reasonable to assume, despite the six unknown sees, that bishops in close connection 

with imperial government, especially bishops who had come from civil administration 

themselves, were unlikely to accept Priscillian who was outspoken in his opposition to 

city life.48 I will discuss these bishops and their sees first, which cluster in southern and 

eastern Hispania and southern Gaul. 

 

 
45 For similar, see Bowes (2001): 323. 
46 They did not attend because they wanted to avoid possible condemnation as Sulpicius suggested, or 

because they did not think a council was needed or that it would not be fair. Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 156a; 

2.47.1. 
47 See Chadwick (1976): 29; Burrus (1995): 28. 
48 For similar arguments, see Kulikowski (2004): 247; Oliveres Guillem (2002): 99-100.  
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Table 1 

Aligned  Likely Against Against Unknown 

Instantius 

(Lusitania) 
Phoebadius (Agens) Ithacius (Faro) 

Carterius 

(Gallaecia) 

Salvianus 

(Lusitania) 
Lucius (Tarragona) Hydatius (Mérida) 

Splendonius 

(unknown) 

Hyginus 

(Córdoba) 
 

Delphinus 

(Bordeaux) 

Valerius 

(Zaragoza) 

Symposius 

(Astorga) 
  

Eutychius 

(unknown) 

   Auxentius (Toledo) 

   
Ampelius 

(unknown) 

 

Southern and Eastern Hispania and Southern Gaul 

Southern and eastern Hispania closely resembled developments elsewhere and 

were firmly connected with the Mediterranean world; these areas were more likely to be 

against Priscillian. The coasts, especially, had a long history of city-based cultures.49 Like 

elsewhere, many bishops often came from imperial administrative positions.50  

 

Hydatius and Mérida 

Mérida’s bishop, Hydatius, was Priscillian’s primary opponent and the most 

important aspect of his background is that he was bishop of the imperial capital of 

Hispania. Mérida was head of the conventus Emeritensis, the capital of Lusitania, and, 

after Diocletian’s restructuring, head of the dioecesis Hispaniarum.51 The vicarius, who 

appears in the Priscillianist controversy, also resided in Mérida.52 The position of vicarius 

was meant to act as an intermediary between provincial and imperial governments and to 

sift through various petitions and cases to determine whether they should go to the 

emperor, though a strict hierarchy was not always observed in practice.53 Therefore, 

Hydatius was strongly connected to the imperial administration and imperial 

developments, creating an imbalance of power between him and Priscillian.54  

 
49 Curchin (1990): 4-5. 
50 García Masegosa (2003): 91. 
51 Osland (2016): 68. For a brief history of imperial development prior to Diocletian, see Mateos Cruz 

(2020): 223-226; for Diocletianic and fourth-century changes, see 226-228. 
52 Mateos Cruz (2020): 226-227.  
53 Slootjes (2014): 181; Slootjes (2020): 266. I will argue that there are indications in the Priscillianist 

controversy that various attempts were made to send the case back to the appropriate level official. 
54 For similar conclusions, see Jorge (2006): 6-7.  
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Hydatius’ obstinate disapproval of Priscillian may reflect his own concerns with 

elites focusing their wealth, attention, and religious practices on their villae. The most 

conspicuous consumption in Lusitania was in villae.55 The land surrounding Mérida 

accounts for approximately 30% of discovered Lusitanian villae.56 The neglect of public 

spaces and structures in Mérida was also already advanced.57 Hydatius would not have 

appreciated bishops of what he would undoubtedly consider lesser sees supporting an 

ascetic who advocated retreat from cities, especially while he was already fighting 

against elite attention outside the city. Michael Kulikowski attributed similar grievances 

to Ithacius, who would have been additionally irritated at the support Priscillian had 

gained from elite women and the threat to social propriety and order.58 Mérida also had a 

Christian community since the early fourth century, which has been detected 

archaeologically.59 I emphasise now that this is radically different than other parts of 

Hispania. Hydatius’ points of reference and his understanding of the Christian history of 

his city had no equivalents in some areas, including areas most firmly connected with 

Priscillianism. 

 

Ithacius and Faro 

Ithacius’ rivalry with the Priscillianists may not have started until after the 

council, but there is no way to know this for certain. Ithacius was the bishop of Faro and 

was given the task of carrying out the decrees of the councils.60 Faro had stable links with 

Mérida and was on the southern coast.61 Ithacius’ overtly hostile behaviour in the coming 

years is one of the more inexplicable aspects of the controversy since he does not appear 

before the council in Sulpicius. Faro was not of the stature of any of the other known 

sees, and it is unclear why he was at the council other than that his see was also in 

Lusitania.62 It is possible that Ithacius saw his appointment by the council as a mean of 

self-promotion. As I stated above, there were limited opportunities for advancement in 

Hispania outside of the military. If so, Ithacius’ actions in the Priscillianist controversy 

may have been fuelled by the desire to gain status and influence for himself and Faro. His 

 
55 Bowes (2013): 179. 
56 Osland (2016): 68-9. See also Mateos Cruz (2020): 230-232. 
57 Osland (2016): 69-70, 71-72, 86. 
58 Kulikowski (2004): 248. 
59 Mateos Cruz (2020): 235-7. 
60 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 156b; 2.47.1. See Burrus (1995): 11. 
61 Chadwick (1976): 21. 
62 This was noted also by Kimberly Bowes in a verbal conversation. 
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ability to easily communicate with Hydatius may have been a source of support even 

after Hydatius disappears from Sulpicius’ narrative.  

 

Lucius and Tarragona 

Tarragona slowly became important as a trading centre once Africa became the 

major grain supplier in the third century.63 Chadwick argued that Lucius was the bishop 

of Tarragona and may have been the one who helped Hyginus, bishop of Córdoba, 

assault Vincent c384; Vincent was a Luciferian like Gregory of Elvira, who, 

suspiciously, was either not invited to Zaragoza or chose not to attend.64 This is important 

because it suggests that unrelated problems impacted the controversy from the start. 

However, Lucius does not appear anywhere else in Sulpicius' narrative and Hyginus 

switched sides. There is no way to know Lucius’ position at the council based on his 

association with Hyginus, though the incident with Vincent strongly suggests he would 

have opposed Priscillian. If Lucius was bishop of Tarragona in 380, he had died or was 

removed by the time of the Priscillianist trials since his known successor, Himerius, was 

in place by 385/6.65  

 

Hyginus and Córdoba 

A good illustration of the flexibility of the disputes, even at this stage, is Hyginus, 

whose report to Hydatius started the controversy. He did not go to the council, perhaps 

wanting to see how events played out from a safer distance. He may have also realised 

that Priscillian was too popular in Baetica for him to be hostile to him and thus switched 

sides.66 I point out also that Gregory of Elvira was also in Baetica. The incident with 

Vincent was well-known, as was Hyginus’ own participation in the attack.67 Gregory did 

not appear at the Council of Zaragoza despite his seniority, and Chadwick suggested that 

he may have distrusted the orthodoxy and motivations of some of the participants in the 

 
63 Kulikowski (2004): 90. See Arce (2005): 351-355 on economic links between Hispania and Africa. 
64 Chadwick (1976): 6, 13; Birley (1983): 19-20. Both refer to Coll. Avell. 2.73-76. See also Matthews 

(1975): n 4 p 161. Curchin (2014): n 76 p 301-302 disagreed with this identification. Gregory of Elvira was 

also quite elderly by 380. Jerome De viris inl. CV. The longevity of the feud was not unusual. The disputes 

between the Catholics and Arians in Milan prior to the election of Ambrose in 374 had spanned two 

decades. McLynn (1994): 13-31. 
65 Siricius PL 13: 1131b-1147a. 
66 Chadwick (1976): 25.  
67 Libellus Precum PL 13: 20, also known as De Faustino et Marcellino. Curchin (2014): 301-302; Birley 

(1983): 19-20; Kulikowski (2004): n 107 p 391.  



 

97 

 

controversy.68 I suggest that Hyginus’ violent animosity towards Luciferians may have 

influenced Gregory’s decision not to attend the Council of Zaragoza. Any doubts 

Gregory may have had about motivations and orthodoxy were not limited to the 

Priscillianists. Soon after the Council of Zaragoza, Hyginus reinstated ties with 

Priscillian, Instantius, and Salvianus.69 I would argue that this move was a way of 

undermining Hydatius while Hyginus likely continued to harass his regional competitor, 

Gregory, and other Luciferians, including Vincent. The Council did not openly side with 

Hydatius, giving Hyginus an opportunity to switch sides without also going against the 

Council. Bishops elsewhere had harboured or helped individuals purely because they 

knew a rival bishop disliked them.70 The Council of Zaragoza explicitly forbade doing 

this, so the Council was unsuccessful in stopping the Priscillianist controversy in more 

ways than one. I will argue that, regardless of these complicated motives, Hyginus’ 

decision to join the Priscillianists counted against him in 385, as would the violence 

against the Luciferians.   

 

Phoebadius and Agens 

Though not the president of the council, Phoebadius, the bishop of Agens, was 

listed first in the acta and was most senior attendant based on consecration.71 The bishops 

of Bordeaux and Agens likely attended the Council of Zaragoza because Priscillianism 

had started to spread into southern Gaul.72 I suggest that this may have caused some 

issues at the council itself. Phoebadius was not familiar with the peculiarities of Hispania, 

and while he had likely had an interest in the outcome, he did not have the local 

knowledge of the Hispanic bishops. I would also suggest that Phoebadius was behind 

some of the more stringent of the canons. Phoebadius wrote the extensive Liber contra 

arrianos and was present at the councils of Arminium in 359 and Valence in 374.73 

Deeply imbedded in the imperial system, city-based episcopal authority, and a vocal 

proponent of a strictly defined orthodoxy, he was not likely to have been sympathetic to 

Priscillian. This is likely the reason Priscillian did not stop in Agens on his way to Rome 

 
68 See Chadwick (1976): 7.  
69 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 156b; 2.47.1; Priscillian Tract. 2.120-121. Breyfogle (1995): n 11 p 437 listed 

him as a Priscillianist bishop. Chadwick, however, argued he was never a Priscillianist. Chadwick (1976): 

25.  
70 Socrates HE 1.27.  
71 Chadwick (1976): 13. 
72 Birley (1983): 19-20; van Waarden (2014): 134. 
73 Chadwick (1976): 13 for his career. 
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and Milan despite stopping in Eauze and Bordeaux in 381/2.74  

 

Delphinus and Bordeaux 

Bordeaux and its early involvement in the Priscillianist controversy provided the 

justification for the synod in 384 to be held in Bordeaux, and it also signalled that the 

city-rural debates within the controversy were going to cause serious problems for 

resolving the conflict. Bordeaux was a provincial capital, and its Bordeaux School was 

famous for its rhetors, including several of the panegyrists in the Panegyrici Latini, and 

for producing important administrators and officials. Bordeaux was also comfortably 

connected to the major cities in the region, including Agens.75 There were also a number 

of economic and social links between southern Gaul and Hispania, and many of these 

links, such as members of the Bordeaux School, would also be familiar to other bishops.76 

Further, Bordeaux had a bishop since at least 314.77 As stated above, the region also had a 

civil and ecclesiastical structure closer to what emperors expected, which was not at all 

true for all members of the Council of Zaragoza.  

Given that Delphinus, the bishop of Bordeaux, later blocked Priscillian and his 

supporters from Bordeaux on their way to Rome and Milan c381/2, he was probably 

against Priscillian in 380.78 I argue, however, that, unlike Agens, Bordeaux had 

connections to the Priscillianists which made Delphinus’ relationship to Priscillian 

himself more complex. Helpidius, one of Priscillian’s supposed teachers, was a rhetor at 

the Bordeaux School.79 Several of Priscillian’s lay associates were also relatives of 

members of the school: Urbica, Procula, and Euchrotia.80 Delphinus would have been just 

as concerned about local politics as he was in handling the disputes in Hispania. This 

may have appeared to Priscillian as being ‘undecided’ or ‘persuadable’, hence Priscillian 

did try to stop in Bordeaux. 

The laywomen around Priscillian, particularly the ones from Bordeaux, caused 

more controversy than the bishops or the authors in the Priscillianist circle, and their 

support of Priscillian influenced Delphinus’ opposition. Euchrotia and Procula, who 

 
74 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 1565c-157a; 2.48.1. 
75 For an overview of the inter-connectivity in the region, see Underwood (2020). 
76 See Matthews (1975): 151-153 for links. 
77 Underwood (2020): 408. 
78 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 1565d; 2.48.1. 
79 PLRE Helpidius 8. 
80 PLRE I Euchrotia; Procula; Pomponia Urbica 2. 
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appear later in Sulpicius’ narrative, were essentially patrons of Priscillian.81 I suggest that 

Priscillian likely knew Urbica, Euchrotia, and Procula before arriving in Bordeaux, not 

necessarily personally but at least in letters or through Helpidius. This would explain 

how Priscillian was able to stay on Euchrotia’s estate so soon after being blocked from 

Bordeaux. This clear loss of patrons would have been considered particularly obnoxious 

to Delphinus since Priscillian criticised the kind of lifestyle bishops were living despite 

the fact he himself was benefiting from what must have looked like Roman-style 

patronage.82 Delphinus’ decision to oppose Priscillian may have had as much to do with 

jealousy and competitiveness as it did with Delphinus’ concerns about Priscillianist 

practices. I will argue that the fact that Priscillian was barred from Bordeaux in 381 

meant something quite different in 385 when Priscillian was on trial. 

 

Western, Central, and Northern Hispania 

The central, western, and northern areas of the peninsula were significantly 

different from the coastal regions in terms of prevalence of Roman-style cities, 

perceptions of geographic limitations of episcopal authority, and attitudes about social 

propriety. Roman-style urbanism was introduced into these areas only under Augustus, 

which is late.83 The impact of Christianisation was also late and very uneven. A closer 

analysis sheds light on how these differences affected the Council’s ability to resolve the 

dispute.  

 

Auxentius and Toledo 

Auxentius may be from Toledo.84 Archaeology in central Hispania shows that fine 

wares, at least in villae, were local imitations of sigillata, and that the ever-popular 

African Red Slipware never really made it into circulation in this area.85 Unlike the 

bishops on the coast and in Mérida, Auxentius may have had relatively limited 

interactions with the Mediterranean world. This is not to suggest that central Hispania 

was completely disconnected. There is evidence of a partial takeover of regional 

workshops by imperial ones in the late third and early fourth century.86 However, there 

 
81 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 156d; 2.48.1; Maier (1995): 57. 
82 Kulikowski (2001): 153. For the similar Gallic rejection of Martin of Tours, see Sulpicius VMart. 9. 
83 Kulikowski (2004): 17. See also Curchin (1990): 3. 
84 Burrus (1995): 28. 
85 Reynolds (2010): 60.  
86 Reynolds (2010): 62. 
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are still noticeable differences. Roman religious rituals and deities do not seem to have 

been widespread in this region until well into Roman occupation.87 North-central 

Hispania (North Meseta) has even been described as a frontier until Augustus.88 This 

would suggest that Auxentius was more locally-oriented than Hyginus or Hydatius. He 

may not have viewed the Priscillianists and retreats from cities as particularly unusual. 

This is not to say Auxentius was an ally. There were quite a number of clergymen in the 

Meseta area in general who were of senatorial origin.89 Auxentius, like Hydatius, may 

have been a former bureaucrat. Toledo, however, was not nearly as connected as Mérida, 

and Auxentius may not have felt the need to remain part of the disputes. 

 

Valerius and Zaragoza 

Valerius, the bishop of Zaragoza, may have interacted with Gallic elites who 

supported Priscillian. Zaragoza was the major city of the Ebro River Valley, which is 

low-lying and accessible to both coasts.90 Valerius, like Delphinus, would have had to try 

to maintain episcopal solidarity and authority while being acutely aware of the prominent 

presence of Gallic elites. Euchrotia, Procula, and Urbica were all known supporters of 

Priscillian at some point and were likely known to Valerius at least by reputation. This 

balancing act likely influenced Valerius, and he is noticeably absent from Sulpicius 

despite the Council being held in his city.  

 

Symposius and Astorga 

Astorga was the capital of Gallaecia, which was the least developed by the 

Romans and the most geographically remote province in Hispania. Its economy was 

largely removed from Mediterranean markets until the later fifth century.91 Roman 

imperial development in Gallaecia, as elsewhere, depended on effort.92 In Gallaecia and 

northern Tarraconensis, this effort varied at a hyperlocal level. Aside from major 

administrative hubs, like Astorga, Gallaecia kept its indigenous organisation and 

structures.93 Oscar Núñez García has raised questions as to what role cities even played in 

 
87 Kulikowski (2013): 513. Adaptation and assimilation appear to have been unsystemic until Augustus 

Kulikowski (2013): 514-7. 
88 Curchin (2004): 46. 
89 Oliveres Guillem (2002): 99. 
90 Van Dam (1985): 50. 
91 Reynolds (2010): 47. See Delgado Borrajo and Grande Rodríguez (2009): 67. 
92 Delgado Borrajo and Grande Rodríguez (2009): 85. 
93 Reynolds (2010): 13; Van Dam (1985): 109. See Dietz (2005): 47, 160, 164.  
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Gallaecia given their scarcity.94 Conventus Cluniensis had no significant resources and 

did not receive the same imperial involvement given elsewhere in the north.95 There are 

no archaeological remains of city structures, for example.96 The gold reserves in the 

Conventus Asturum, however, resulted in total Roman reorganisation.97 Astorga was the 

capital of the Conventus Asturum, and received significant imperial attention, but cities in 

Gallaecia were still more limited in their administrative capacity than elsewhere in 

Hispania.98 The eastern part of the Conventus Asturum, for example, only saw stable 

settlements in the fourth century and cave habitation, castra, Iron Age settlements, and 

peasant communities continued.99 Depending on the spread of Priscillianism, this may 

partially account for some of Priscillian’s alleged activities. Cave habitation, mountain 

communities, and castra may have been completely foreign to some of the bishops at 

Zaragoza. They may not have understood that the Priscillianists’ religious ‘retreats’ may 

have been actual habitations, not ‘retreats’ at all. 

These differences were exacerbated by different religious environments. There is 

no archaeological evidence for rural churches in the Duero Basin.100 Further, awareness 

in Gallaecia of outside ecclesiastical conversations could be minimal. Braulio in the 

seventh century had to explain bodily resurrection to an abbot.101 Martin of Braga in the 

sixth century felt the need to inform Polemius, then bishop of Astorga, about biblical 

history, the Incarnation, the Trinity, the Crucifixion, the Resurrection, the Day of 

Judgement, and the Lord’s Prayer.102 Christian influence had barely reached the 

countryside even in the sixth and seventh centuries.103 Given the lack of stable 

settlements and archaeological evidence of churches, this would suggest that Christian 

religious practices in this region may have still resembled early Christian organisation. 

The earliest churches were in homes and built around existing social networks; men and 

 
94 Núñez García (2013): 14-16. See Díaz (2000): 15. 
95 Fernández Mier (2011): 92. 
96 Fernández Mier (2011): 94. 
97 Fernández Mier (2011): 91-2. See Delgado Borrajo and Grande Rodríguez (2009): 71-78 for an 

archaeological report. 
98 Tejerizo García (2016): 21; Núñez García (2013): 15. See Castellanos (2010): 491. 
99 Fernández Mier (2011): 101-102; Díaz (2000): 13, 20; Fernández Mier (2011): 103; Vigil-Escalera 

Guirado and Quirós Castillo (2011): 33. 
100 Vigil-Escalera Guirado and Quirós Castillo (2011): 55. See Tejerizo García (2016): 28-29.  
101 Braulio Ep. 42. PL 80: 687b-690c; 88-95. 
102 Martin of Braga Reforming the Rustics 1-9, 13-6.  
103 Kulikowski (204): 249-250. Flower has also argued that Hilary of Poitier’s De synodis suggests that he 

had not heard the Nicene Creed until he was about to go into exile, thirty years after the Council of Nicaea 

and at least a decade after it was known and supported in parts of the west. Flower (2013): 129. We should 

always be aware, then, that all communities were not uniform or uniformly aware of all major 

ecclesiastical developments.  
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women could be given authority if found worthy.104 This suggests a larger role for 

women.105 Women’s behaviour, in fact, was central to the Council of Zaragoza.106 This 

may partially explain the Priscillianists’ well-known practice of mixed-gendered 

meetings. Priscillianist practices of meeting outside the city may have been influenced by 

the practical necessities of geographical realities. 

Symposius, the bishop of Astorga, then, would have interacted with a wide 

variety of socio-political structures and would have likely had little control over areas 

outside Astorga. He was certainly in communion with Priscillian.107 Núñez García 

showed that Gallaecian bishops had a different understanding of their territorial 

authority, including Symposius.108 Thoribius, a fifth-century bishop of Astorga, also acted 

according to his own understanding of ecclesiastical hierarchy to combat Manichaeanism 

and Priscillianism.109 Symposius may not have understood the perceived necessity of the 

narrower or more geographically fixed understandings of episcopal authority espoused at 

the Council of Zaragoza or why Hydatius was so opposed to Priscillian in the first place. 

He may have felt completely unable to enforce the demands given early on at the 

Council. This discrepancy in lived realities may have also contributed to the 

Priscillianists’ sense that the Council and, later, the Synod were unfair. Symposius, 

certainly, had very little way of enforcing the authority of city-based clerics in areas with 

no cities. This was simply not possible in all areas.  

 

Carterius and Gallaecia 

Carterius was also Gallaecian but his see is unknown. Chadwick suggested that 

the Carterius in the acta is the Carterius mentioned by Jerome and by Braulio.110 

Braulio’s praise of Carterius suggests that he opposed Priscillian since Priscillianism had 

a decidedly negative image by Braulio’s time.111 However, it is just as likely that 

 
104 Cooper (2011): 186-187. 
105 Cooper (2011): 192-193. 
106 König (2008): 20-23; Medeiros Gazzotti (2012): 74; Chadwick (1976): 170. 
107 Priscillian Chron. 2.120-122. There is some disagreement on the identity of Symposius. Raymond Van 

Dam argued that there is no explicit evidence that the Symposius at Zaragoza and the one at the Council of 

Toledo in 400 are the same person. If they are the same person, then Symposius became the leader of the 

Priscillianists after 385 but recanted in 400. Van Dam (1985): 94. Virginia Burrus and Diego Piay Augusto 

both thought it was the same Symposius at both Zaragoza and Toledo. Burrus (1995): 28; Piay Augusto 

(2006): 610-611.  
108 Núñez García (2013): 18. 
109 Castellanos (2010): 491. 
110 Chadwick (1976): 13.  
111 Braulio Ep. 44. PL 80: 699a; 111. Burrus (1995): 28 pointed out that, if this is the same Carterius, he 

was criticised for marrying twice so he probably opposed Priscillian, who would have criticised him for 
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Carterius, like most of the bishops, stayed out of the ensuing conflict either because he 

did not want to be involved in an increasingly violent dispute or because he was too 

isolated in Gallaecia. His see cannot be any more than a guess, but I suggest Chaves and 

Braga as possibilities. Chaves had a bishopric by the mid-fifth century.112 Braga had a 

Christian community of some size in the late fourth and early fifth centuries.113  

 

Instantius, Salvianus, and Lusitania 

Instantius and Salvianus were likely Lusitanian bishops because of the Nicene 

rule that bishops had to be consecrated by bishops within that ecclesiastical province and 

Priscillian’s election in Avila was never contested on technical grounds.114 I suggest that 

they were likely from northern Lusitania. Priscillianism was most popular in Gallaecia, 

suggesting Priscillian may have been from there or had spent most of his time there. A 

northern Lusitanian origin would explain how Instantius and Salvianus met him early. 

 

Priscillian and Avila 

We can only conjecture as to where Priscillian himself was from, however. 

Gallaecia is a significant possibility because of the role of Gallaecian bishops in 

Priscillianism and the popularity of Priscillian in the province.115 The area near the 

central/southern Lusitanian and Baetican border has been suggested the most often.116 If 

Priscillian originated near Mérida, and Hydatius had to be told by a bishop in another 

province, it would undoubtedly cause embarrassment and would account for Sulpicius’ 

complaint that Hydatius acted far beyond what the situation required and actually incited 

conflict.117 I argue, however, that an origin in central or southern Lusitania does not 

explain why Priscillianism was so popular, so early in Gallaecia. The Priscillianist 

controversy may appear to concentrate in central or southern Lusitania, but that is largely 

 
this also. 
112 This would be Hydatius, author of the Chronicle and an anti-Priscillianist of his age. 
113 Orosius and Braulio, the bishop of Braga in the sixth century. 
114 Jorge (2006): 2-3. However, not all Hispanic churches may have known this rule. Chadwick (1976): 33-

34. There is also doubt as to what province Avila belonged to. Birley (1983): 21. 
115 Medeiros Gazzotti (2012): 74. Gallaecia as Priscillian’s home province stems from Prosper 379. Van 

Dam (1985): n 99 p 109. Priscillian may have resided in Lusitania but had family or connections in 

Gallaecia. See Bravo Bosch (2009): 312 for the importance of the Gallaecian episcopacy in Priscillianism, 

and n 7 for Spanish scholarship on Priscillian and Gallaecia. 
116 See Burrus (1995): 27; Jorge (2006): 2-3; Medeiros Gazzotti (2012): 74-75; Kulikowski (2004): 243; 

van Waarden (2014): 134; Oliveres Guillem (2002): 100. 
117 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 156a; 2.46.3. …comperta ad Idacium Emeritae sacerdotem referret. Is vero sino 

modo, et ultra quam oportuit, Instantium sociosque eius lacessens, facem quamdam nascenti incendio 

subdidt: ut exasperaverit malos potius quam compresserit. 
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because Hydatius became the primary opponent to Priscillian, not because Priscillian was 

necessarily from these areas. Northern Lusitania, near the Gallaecian border makes more 

sense. It would explain Priscillian’s ordination by Lusitanian bishops and his popularity 

in Gallaecia.  

We have very little evidence of Priscillian’s career or personal history. Sulpicius 

provided an extended but controversial description of Priscillian:  

[He came] from a noble, extremely wealthy family; he was sharp, 

restless, eloquent, educated through his study of many books, and 

always eager to engage in discussions and debates. He would have 

certainly been successful, if his great talent had not been corrupted by 

his depraved aims; many good qualities, of both mind and body, could 

be discerned in him: he was able to stay awake for a long time, to bear 

hunger and thirst, he had very little greed, and he was extremely frugal 

in using what he did have. But Priscillian was incredibly vain, and his 

knowledge of profane matters had inflated his self-opinion more than it 

should have. As a matter of fact, it is believed that he had practiced the 

magical arts from his boyhood… he had adopted that deadly doctrine, 

he attracted many of the nobility and a large number of the common 

people into allying themselves with him through his persuasive 

authority and the art of flattery.118 

This bears a suspicious resemblance to Sallust’s portrayal of Catiline.119 

Lucius Catiline, born of a noble family, had great vigor of both mind 

and body, but an evil and depraved nature…His body could endure 

hunger, cold and want of sleep to an incredible degree. His mind was 

reckless, cunning, adaptable, capable of any form of pretense or 

concealment; covetous of others’ possessions, he was prodigal of his 

own; he was intense in his passions; he possessed adequate eloquence, 

but too little discretion. His insatiable mind always craved the 

excessive, the incredible, the impossible.120 

First, we need to think about why Sulpicius made the comparison between 

 
118 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 155c-d; 2.46.2. Translation from Goodrich. 
119 Birley (1983): 18-19; Chadwick (1976): 20. 
120 Sallust The War with Catiline, 5.1-6. Translation by Rolfe.  
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Catiline and Priscillian; second, we need to consider how much of this description of 

Priscillian we should take seriously. Catiline’s infamy rested on his attempt to destroy the 

Republic. By comparing Priscillian to Catiline, Sulpicius suggested Priscillian was a 

threat to the entire Christian world and a disturber of order.121 Sulpicius’ comparison is 

also apt considering Catiline was associated with women and female patrons. By 

associating Priscillian with Catiline, Sulpicius was defining ‘Priscillianism’ as a product 

of Priscillian, who intended to destroy the Christian world with the help of wayward 

women. It is a rhetorical argument that side-lined the participation of the other bishops 

and the diversity of Priscillian’s associates. Despite Sulpicius’ own later expressions of 

disgust at Hydatius’ and Ithacius’ behaviour, associating Priscillian with Catiline 

overshadows either of them, reinforcing Priscillian as the true villain of the story. Again, 

the reality was more complicated. 

How much of Sulpicius’ depiction of Priscillian, then, should we take seriously? 

It is certainly possible Priscillian was wealthy. His contacts with the Bordeaux School 

through Helpidius alone would make this likely. Sulpicius’ reference to books, however, 

could refer to anything and may not even reflect Priscillian’s personal collection. Elite 

women in northern Hispania and southern Gaul had access to biblical literature, could 

speak several languages, and wrote their own works, so it is possible that ‘Priscillian’s 

books’ actually belonged to one of his female patrons or associates.122 Priscillian’s 

rhetorical skills and decision-making have also been debated. Chadwick described his 

tractates as having been written “in the manner of an autodidact”.123 If he was taught by 

Agape and Helpidius, then one of his primary teachers was not taught in a school.124 

Depending on where in Hispania he originated, he may have had no access to an 

established church either. Priscillian, then, may have been self-taught to a great degree. 

Priscillian was likely wealthy but probably not nearly as wealthy or connected as 

Sulpicius suggested.  

While Priscillian had a large number of associates, Sulpicius also likely 

exaggerated how much control he had over them. Priscillian mentioned his colleagues 

Tiberianus and Asarbus, who had already written a defence by the time Priscillian wrote 

his own apology, so Priscillian likely knew them by 380.125 At some point, Priscillian also 

 
121 See Van Dam (1985): 98-99. 
122 To name a few examples: John De similitudine carnis peccati; Anonyma Nisi Tanti Seminis; and Egeria. 
123 Chadwick (1976): 11. 
124 Agape is not listed in the PLRE. See Helpidius 8. Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 156a; 2.46.1-2.  
125 Priscillian Tract. 1.5-6; Jerome De viris inl. CXXIII. See p 23 for the problem of dating Tract 1. 

Asarbus is of unknown origin. 
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met Latronianus, another writer known to Jerome.126 Sulpicius was not exaggerating 

when he stated that Priscillian had followers across Hispania, though he exaggerated how 

much direct influence Priscillian had over their everyday lives.127 This was not possible. 

In practice this meant that everyone involved could act on their own initiative, which 

could make controlling the sprawling dispute more complex and more difficult to control.  

 

The Unknown Sees 

Eutychius, Ampelius, and Splendonius are unknown outside of the acta. This 

makes it impossible to make any suggestions. Based on his name, Eutychius may be from 

a nearby area with Greek influence like Empúries. This, unfortunately, must remain 

speculation.  

 

The Canons 

I argue that the Council of Zaragoza was primarily to end the conflict between the 

Priscillianists and Hydatius rather than condemn anyone, and the generality of the canons 

left them open to manipulation by those wanting to use the Council’s authority for their 

own purposes. The banality of the canons suggests that the council wanted to end 

‘sides’.128 This is very different than the Council targeting Priscillianism as Sulpicius 

states. Even if the canons refer to Priscillian, their overall purpose was to end the 

disputes, not Priscillian himself. The lack of clear, concrete ‘sides’ and general language 

of the canons, however, caused problems because they allowed people to bring in 

unrelated agendas. The apparent lack of constraints on their enforcement also caused 

problems. None of these problems were unusual. As Steffen Diefenbach has already 

argued, fourth-century councils often had vaguely worded canons and lacked the 

structural ability to enforce decisions; more often than not, they were better at polarising 

arguments than ending them.129 Indeed, this is exactly what happened: genuine concerns 

about social propriety became weapons and accusations of heresy, Manichaeanism, 

 
126 Jerome De viris inl. CXXII. 
127 Modern historians have explored the possibility of other Priscillianist supporters, secret Priscilliansts, or 

quasi-Priscillianists, such as Egeria, Martin of Tours, Paulinus of Nola, Vegetinus, and Ambrose of Milan. 

See Breyfogle (1995): 436-437; García Masegosa (2003); Chadwick (1976): n 1 p 40, 166-167; Piay 

Augusto (2006). However, there is a difference between support for Priscillian and opposition to civil 

actions taken against him. Martin of Tours, for example, was opposed to civil action against Priscillian 

because he viewed the issue as an ecclesiastical dispute, not because he had any sympathies with 

Priscillian. Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 157d-158a; 2.50.2. 
128 See also Burrus (1995): 27, 28. 
129 Diefenbach (2015): 365. 
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sexual immorality, and sorcery. 

 

Gender and Magic, Gender and Authority 

The canons at Zaragoza were heavily invested with enforcing gender hierarchies 

and social propriety. Multiple ancient sources report the presence of a number of women 

in Priscillian’s circle and the canons’ main concern was with women’s behaviour, 

suggesting gender played a significant role in the controversy.130 The first canon of 

Zaragoza denied the legitimacy and practice of mixed-gender meetings, not the meetings’ 

theology or content.131 Alienus and alius are both used in the very short canon, and both 

are juxtaposed with mulieres omnes Ecclesiae, not only arguing that men and women are 

to be separated in meeting and readings but also implying that ‘real’ women of the 

church would not attend mixed gender meetings.132 Its position as the first canon suggests 

that this issue of mixed readings may have been considered the most pressing issue. The 

canon assumably was meant to apply to readings inside a church and elsewhere.  

Canons four through eight were concerned with ensuring orthodoxy by securing 

the primacy of city-based (male) ecclesiastical hierarchy and enforcing gender 

hierarchy.133 Canon seven barred anyone from giving themselves the name of doctor; 

they had to be granted it by those qualified to give such a title. Presumably, this referred 

most immediately to Priscillian, but I would suggest that there is no reason to limit the 

canon to just Priscillian. The Priscillianists were a group. However loose they originally 

were, they were not just one individual, and Canon one and Canon eight are both 

concerned with limiting the visibility of women and ensuring a gender hierarchy. Canon 

eight barred the veiling of women before the age of forty, to be confirmed by a (male) 

priest, an effort to limit the visibility and status of younger ascetic women while trying to 

assert male episcopal power over female ascetics.134 Priscillian himself openly advocated 

for the spiritual equality of men and women.135 The Priscillianists also emphasised moral 

 
130 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 155d; 2.46.2; Jerome Ep. 133; Council of Zaragoza Canons One and Eight PL 

84: 315c, 318a. See Breyfogle (1995): 435; Kulikowski (2004): 245.  
131 PL 84: 315c. See Breyfogle (1995): 438; Van Dam (1985): 99. 
132 Ut mulieres omnes Ecclesiae catholicae et fideles a virorum alienorum lectione et coetibus separentur, 

vel ad ipsas legentes aliae studio vel docendi vel discendi conveniant, quoniam hoc Apostolus iubet. Ab 

universis episcopis dictum est: Anathema futuros qui hanc concilii sententiam non observaverint. 
133See also Jorge (2006): 9-11; Burrus (1995): 11-12, 26. 
134 PL 84: 318a; Burrus (1995): 40-41. Compare to CTh 16.2.27 (390), regulating when women can 

become a deaconess. I would add that the complete lack of concern about women’s property is interesting 

at Zaragoza, especially when compared with imperial preoccupations with these subjects. 
135 Priscillian Tract. 1.470-480. This section of Priscillian’s defense is very interesting in its understandings 

of gender in the Bible, but a more thorough analysis would require a larger study. See also Breyfogle 
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regeneration and equality, which by the later fourth century could be considered a threat 

to orthodoxy.136 I would not argue that, at this point, there was a concern that any of the 

Priscillianists were heterodox. The concern here is still about social impropriety and 

gender hierarchy, and as I will discuss below, this concern did overlap with concerns 

about heresy based on several shared stereotypes. 

This lack of a gender hierarchy and the prominence of women were the source of 

the later accusations of Manichaeanism, sexual immorality, and sorcery—crimes which 

meant something very different in civil circles. Authority was gendered and inappropriate 

authority figures could be associated with, or accused of, magic and heresy based on 

unacceptable or ambiguous authorities.137 The inclusion of the phrase ‘strange men’ in the 

canons was also meant to appeal to cultural understandings of the danger ‘others’ posed 

to female virtue; the subsequent reference to subordinated female-only reading groups 

reinforced the need to enforce social propriety and the subordination of women.138 That 

there was such a perceived need to assert a gender hierarchy suggests that other bishops 

were concerned that the Priscillianists did not have a sufficient hierarchy in place. 

Hydatius’ later accusations relied on the social association of heresy with magic based on 

shared assumptions of gender deviance and gendered stereotypes. This was not new. 

Irenaeus’ attack on Marcus, for instance, invoked a “central tenet of Roman social 

order—the integrity and impenetrability of the domus through the bodies of its 

women.”139 By asserting that the presence of women in Marcus’ sect meant magic, 

Irenaeus de-legitimised Marcus and reasserted the “foolishness, weakness, and 

seductibility” of women and their inability to make good choices.140 It is the presence of 

women that was unorthodox, not Marcus’ doctrine, and this was true of all sects with 

atypical gender hierarchies.141 The men and women in Priscillian’s circle were not 

necessarily heretical nor did they necessarily practice sorcery, but they did not fit neatly 

into the hierarchical system promoted by the emperors or the Council.142 As noted above, 

 
(1995): 438; Jorge (2006): 4. 
136 Van Dam (1985): 99; König (2008): 11-12. See Burrus (1995): 5 on the lack of gender hierarchy and 14 

for genderbending of male and female roles in asceticism generally. 
137 Stratton (2007): 25. 
138 Burrus (1995): 33-34.  
139 Stratton (2007): 132. For the role of the home in Irenaeus’ complaints, see Maier (1995): 56-57. The 

process of categorising heresy was in progress by the time of Irenaeus. Errington (2006): 183-196 for a 

discussion of labelling of heresy, specifically of Arius and Arianism. See also Boymel Kampen (1991) for 

the use of women in Roman art as a symbol of public and private, the family, prosperity, and community. 
140 Stratton (2007): 133-134. 
141 Stratton (2007): 134.  
142 Thanks to Dr. Lois Huneycutt of the University of Missouri-Columbia for this suggestion. See also 

Breyfogle (1995): 436; Jorge (2006): 4; and Van Dam (1985). See Breyfogle (1995): 438 for concerns for 
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different regions of Hispania had different social organisations and different 

understandings of acceptability. Priscillianist practices may have been considered 

harmless in some areas and deeply suspicious in others. Priscillian may not have been 

entirely aware of this, especially if he was largely self-taught and from a more isolated 

area. 

The competition for patronage within ecclesiastical circles also influenced 

concerns about sexual immorality and sorcery and fuelled later accusations of sorcery. 

Raymond Van Dam noted that two of the most potentially problematic groups to the 

Christian community after Constantine I were wealthy unmarried women and highly 

educated men.143 Emperors and ecclesiastics extensively debated how to incorporate or 

handle these groups.144 Churches wanted the patronage of wealthy women, but demonised 

them if they supported other groups.145 Kimberly Stratton has further noted that the 

“magic/wicked woman discourse” was linked to female sexual and economic 

independence, wealth, female autonomy and political influence.146 Ecclesiastics could 

then accuse women who supported other groups of magic, disrupting church order and 

gender order and thus threaten the domus and male authority.147 This became a problem 

for the Priscillianists once the controversy brought in imperial authorities. Imperial 

authorities would take such accusations seriously and independently of the dispute 

because they were already concerned about wealthy women’s behaviour, sorcery, and 

sexual immorality.  

 

Ecclesiastical Authority  

 The canons also tried to enforce city-based ecclesiastical authority but this was 

doomed to failure because of regional variation, and there do not seem to have been 

guidelines to enforcement. As Todd Breyfogle noted, the canons focused on condemning 

certain practices at specific times, not altogether.148 I add that the same was true for 

condemning practices performed at specific places. To reinforce the illegitimacy of 

practices outside the church, those who, through persuasion or superstition, did not attend 

 
episcopal and social impropriety at the Council of Zaragoza. 
143 Van Dam (1985): 70. 
144 Van Dam (1985): 72-76. See Brown (1981): 43 on the social tensions and problems surrounding 

allowing women in public and “unregulated sociability”. 
145 Van Dam (1985): 100. 
146 Stratton (2007): 95-96, 99. For the church as “an artificial kin group”, see Brown (1981): 31. 
147 Stratton (2007): 94-99. This is especially true of wealthy women. 
148 Breyfogle (1995): 441. 
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church at Easter but ‘hid’ in their homes, mountains, or villas were admonished.149 The 

Eucharist had to be accepted and taken in church, and in church only.150 Withdraw from 

church during Epiphany was also banned, again referring to ‘hiding away’ in houses, 

villas, or mountains.151 The church and the CTh tended to highlight private practices as an 

indicator of heterodoxy or sorcery.152 Referring to ‘hiding’ and to isolated or private 

spaces invoked innuendo about the morals of the proscribed practices and their 

practitioners.153 As I demonstrated, there were few to no churches whatsoever in large 

parts of Hispania. Any authority bishops had in more rural areas would also depend on 

elite acquiescence.154 While many bishops at the Council of Zaragoza may have thought 

that enforcing church attendance was ‘common sense’, in reality there was no way to 

enforce the canons in areas where no such public church existed.  

The introduction of asceticism complicated the issues between the bishops at 

Zaragoza, and the dismissive way ascetics were referred to by many city-based bishops 

and by emperors was not likely to resolve the Priscillianist disputes. Many of these 

problems existed elsewhere. Canon Six required clerics who had left their office to live 

like a monk but wanted to return to their office had to first beg repeatedly and sincerely 

for forgiveness, calling to mind similar imperial demands to gain clemency.155 The 

Council described such clerics as acting out of luxury or vanity, implying such 

individuals were insincere duty dodgers, similar to the wording and accusations found in 

imperial rhetoric.156 The wording of this canon may reflect the influence of Phoebadius 

and Hydatius, who were in cities with a heavy imperial presence. While monasticism 

arrived in Gaul and Hispania in the 370s, many clerics were genuinely distrustful of it 

and had concerns about heresy.157 Canon Four refers to walking barefoot, perhaps 

 
149 Canon Two; PL 84: 315d. …persuasionis aut superstitionis…habitent latibula cubiculorum ac montium 

qui in his suspicionibus perseverant, sed exemplum et praeceptum custodiant sacerdotum et ad alienas 

villas agendorum conventuum causa non convenient…. Archaeologically, there is no way of detecting the 

villae the Priscillianists used. Bowes (2001): 323.  
150 Canon Three; PL 84: 315d. See Priscillian Tract. 1.380-5 for Ithacius’ accusations of magic using the 

Eucharist. The private versus communal debate included church attendance, high holy days, and the cult of 

saints. Brown (1981): 32-33.  
151 Canon Four; PL 84: 316b. …latere in domibus, nec secedere in villam, nec montes petere, nec nudis 

pedibus incedere, sed concurrere ad ecclesiam: quod qui non observaverit de susceptis… 
152 Maier (1995): 49-50. Some groups, of course, considered household worship as part of their identity and 

as a safe place to meet.  
153 Burrus (1995): 35-36. 
154 Kulikowski (2004): 246. 
155 Canon Six; PL 84: 316d. The wording does not elaborate on what it considered a ‘monk’. See Appendix 

B for full wording. 
156 …luxum vanitatemque…See p 43, 58-59. 
157 García Masegosa (2003): 90.  
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referring to an ascetic practice.158 This could easily be confused with magical rituals by 

both bishops and emperors. I would argue again that the disagreement between Maximus 

and some of the bishops after the Priscillianist verdicts was about how to handle these 

behaviours and who had the authority to handle them, not that Priscillian’s actions were 

bad, ambiguous, or suspicious.  

The Council also made serious attempts to enforce episcopal solidarity, but these 

attempts were ineffective since no one was explicitly named in the canons. If a bishop 

knowingly received an expelled bishop, they would be removed from communion.159 As 

Chadwick pointed out, it was a good method to prevent problems but was also 

coercive.160 However, I point out that the Council never specifically condemned anyone, 

and this gave Ithacius a ‘blank check’ to expel anyone he considered ‘Priscillianist’. In 

other words, there were no sufficient boundaries or a way to put an end to potential 

disputes, and no real way to enforce the canons. The canon against receiving expelled 

bishops was broken by none other than Ithacius when he sought refuge with Britannius in 

383, as I will discuss in the appropriate chapter. On the other hand, Priscillian was just as 

correct in stating that he was not condemned or accused by anyone except the 

overzealous Ithacius.161 Canon Seven may be an allusion to Priscillian only, but it was 

certainly an attempt to curb extra-ecclesiastical authorities in general.162 This problem 

was not unusual. During the Athanasius-Arian controversy, a man named Isohyras took 

on the functions of a presbyter in a district of Alexandria despite not being a cleric. He 

eventually fled to Eusebius of Nicomedia, who allegedly took him in out of hatred of 

Athanasius. Eusebius of Nicomedia was also the one who accused Athanasius of 

sorcery.163 In the Priscillianist controversy, a similar scenario unfolded as various bishops 

took in either Ithacius or Priscillian as they accused each other of misbehaviour. 

Priscillian, unlike the ever-resourceful Athanasius, was unable to survive the conflict, 

but, then again, neither did the careers of Ithacius and Hydatius. 

 

Conclusions 

The Council of Zaragoza was not the origin of the accusations of sorcery, sexual 

 
158 Canon Four; PL 84: 316b-c. …nudis pedibus incedere… 
159 Canon Five; PL 84: 316c.  
160 Chadwick (1976): 25. 
161 Priscillian Tract. 1.380-6, 560-5. 
162 Emperors were also concerned with minimizing independent authorities, as Chapters 1-4 showed. 
163 Socrates HE 1.27. 
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immorality, and Manichaeanism but because it lacked sufficient guidelines in enforcing 

the canons, free reign was given to participants to manipulate the meaning of the 

Council. If anyone were genuinely concerned about magic or Manichaeanism at this 

stage, there would have been explicit references in the canons.164 For this reason, I have 

included alleged Priscillianist practices like agricultural magic, astrology, and 

vegetarianism in the next chapter when I discuss the violence in Mérida and the origin of 

the accusations of sorcery and Manichaeanism.  

The kinds of demands of uniformity and the implicit expectations of 

Christianisation in the canons and in imperial law simply did not reflect reality in 

Hispania. Gratian would not necessarily have been any more successful than Ithacius at 

either enforcing the canons or enforcing imperial standards of good behaviour. There is 

no guarantee that Priscillian would have come away the victor either. Indeed, the next 

chapter shows that Gratian’s rescript suggests that he, too, ‘saw’ Manichaeans and false 

bishops—not a complicated, interconnected web of differing expectations, 

understandings, and agendas. This suggests that Maximus and Gratian had similar 

understandings of the Priscillianists, the only difference being that Maximus had the 

ability to do something about it. 

 

 
164 For similar arguments, see Chadwick (1976): 20, 22-23; Breyfogle (1995): 438; Birley (1983): 20. I 

disagree slightly with Matthews. There may have been suspicions of these kinds of problems, but if there 

had been any serious considerations that Manichaeanism, for instance, was present, it would have been 

specified. Matthews (1975): 162. One would also expect the kind of vociferous denial of Manichaeanism 

found later in Priscillian’s apology. Priscillian Tract. 2.99-106. Quarum tamen sectarum infelicitatem teste 

deo Christo quia ex fabulis vulgi, non ex aliqua contentionis conlatione cognovimus, quia cum his vel 

contendisse peccare est, unum hoc scientes quoid qui sibi sectarum nomen inponunt Christiani nomen 

amittunt: inter quae tamen omnia Manichaeos, iam non hereticos, sed idololatras et maleficos servos Solis 

et Lunae, invictiacos daemones cum omnibus auctoribus sectis moribus institutis libris docoribus 

discipulisque damnamus, quia de his scribtum est: cum tali nec quidem cibum sumere.  
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7. Gratian, Valentinian II, and 

Theodosius (381-383) 
Gratian first learned of the Priscillianist controversy in an increasingly tense 

environment between the three emperors. Gratian’s rescript against the Priscillianists in 

381 suggests that Gratian and/or Hydatius was aware of Theodosius’ legislation on 

Manichaeanism, and that one or both was attempting to take advantage of this 

development for reasons outside the original concerns at the Council of Zaragoza. 

Gratian’s overall religious policy prior to 380 does not incorporate the kinds of language 

Gratian’s rescript apparently included, but Theodosius’ religious laws do. In other words, 

the imperial government likely would have always charged Priscillian with sorcery, 

sexual immorality, and, probably, Manichaeanism. Gratian was only different from 

Maximus in that he did not have the ability to become more involved in the controversy. 

The chapter discusses the growing tension between Gratian and Theodosius—the kind of 

environment in which emperors used increasingly broad laws targeting sorcery, sexual 

immorality, and treason. This escalation was likely taken advantage of by Hydatius and, 

later, Ithacius, who both accused Priscillian of sorcery and Manichaeanism. 

 

‘A Climate of Mistrust and Conspiracy’ 

Imperial involvement under Gratian with the Priscillianist controversy must be 

understood in context of the long-standing tension between Gratian and Theodosius. 

Gratian still kept the majority of the territory to himself and coin types suggest that 

Gratian intended to assert his authority over the eastern territories, as his father had.1 

Theodosius doubtless did not appreciate such pretensions from such a young emperor 

any more than Valens had or Maximus would. McLynn argued that Gratian called for the 

Council of Aquileia in 380 as a chance to “outbid Theodosius” only for Theodosius to 

successfully sabotage the efforts by unilaterally removing the problems the Council was 

meant to discuss.2 What remained of the Council was then taken advantage of by 

Ambrose for his own purposes.3 As in previous chapters, emperors often called councils 

 
1 Lenski (2002): 361. Dacia and Macedonia were theoretically under the control of Justina and Valentinian 

II. See RIC IX, xviii for numismatic types. For similar conclusions, see McLynn (1994): 111. 
2 McLynn (1994): 111-112, 123-124. See 113-124 for the background to Council of Aquileia. I will discuss 

the tactics of CTh 16.5.6 more below. For an alternative view, see Matthews (1975): 187-188. 
3 McLynn (1994): 124-137. Ambrose’s sabotage of Valentinian II’s attempts at displaying his piety in the 

Portican Basilica then set off the Basilica Crisis. McLynn (1994): 174. See also Matthews (1975): 188-191. 
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at the beginning of their reign or after a civil war.4 Despite this embarrassment, Gratian 

did not use the petition of Hydatius to try to call another council, one that Theodosius 

had no real chance of disrupting. What Gratian did do with the petition of Hydatius was 

to use it to pursue Manichaeans and false bishops, as we will see.  

 Peter S.W. Guest described the last years of Gratian’s reign as “a climate of 

mistrust and conspiracy” that reached its final low point in 383 when Theodosius made 

his six-year-old son Arcadius an Augustus, apparently without Gratian’s knowledge or 

approval.5 The Concordia Auggg reverse type, which Gratian allotted to Theodosius, 

seems to have ended in the east around the time of the elevation of Arcadius while at 

roughly the same time Theodosius promoted Arcadius in his new bronze types.6 The 

unease with Theodosius extended to Milan. Valentinian II seems to have been reluctant 

to strike silver coinage for Arcadius in 383, indicating serious tension between Milan and 

Constantinople as well.7 As before, however, imperial collegiality was still advertised 

despite the growing tension between the emperors.8 I do argue that the ‘climate of 

conspiracy and mistrust’ noted by Guest in these last few years of Gratian’s reign ought 

to be considered when discussing the escalating imperial rhetoric in 381 and 382. As I 

will show, the elevation of Arcadius was a symptom of a far larger problem: Gratian 

never had significant control over his government or any of the disputes that had erupted 

under it, including the Priscillianist controversy.  

 

381 

Gratian exacerbated many of the ecclesiastical conflicts in the east by adopting 

policies without consideration of individual circumstances; and this would eventually 

include the rescript to Hydatius. In general, Gratian’s laws on religion were fairly tolerant 

prior to the elevation of Theodosius.9 Gratian relied on tradition rather than taking 

 
4 See p 44, 50, 62. 
5 Guest (2005): 62. The military seems to have been involved in some way with the elevation of Arcadius. 

Theodosius like Valentinian I, likely, addressed the military directly when he elevated Arcadius. Levatus 

est Arcadius Aug. Constantinoplim in miliario VII in tribunali a Theodosio Aug. patre suo die XVII kl. Feb. 

Cons. Const. 383. See Cons. Const. 364 with the elevation of Valens and Cons. Const. 375 with 

Valentinian II. 
6 RIC IX, xix. 
7 Guest (2005): 66-67. 
8 RIC IX, xx. 
9 See also McEvoy (2013): 80; Errington (1997): 28-32 on Gratian’s reissuance of Valens’ tolerance edict; 

Ammianus 30.9.5; Symmachus Rel. 3.19. See Lenski (2002): 217; Aull (2017): 132. Leppin argues that 

Valentinian II also seems to have shown more demonstrable piety after the elevation of Theodosius. 

Leppin (2003): 203. See also McLynn (1994): 174, 181. 
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initiative, including his reaction to the Priscillianists.10 I agree with Errington that Gratian 

did not have an overall or central religious policy.11 However, after the Cunctos Populos 

edict and other developments, more exclusivist voices tried to exert influence over the 

young emperor. In 381, Ambrose felt the need to write books to Gratian on the danger of 

Arianism, but Gratian seems to have been uninterested in legislating against heretics, at 

least compared to Theodosius.12 The exclusion of Manichaeans from Gratian’s earlier 

recall does not appear to have been followed through with any other laws. The rescript 

from Gratian on the Priscillianists, then, needs extra explanation. 

Theodosius made it clear from the start that he was going to enforce church unity 

by removing threats to the Nicene Church, and he did so primarily by using tactics often 

reserved for major acts of social disruption. Like the Valentinian brothers, Theodosius 

was keen to emphasise law and order and he had to deal with the fallout of Gratian’s 

earlier recall of bishops. Crucially, he also wanted to promote Nicaea.13 Theodosius 

called for the Council of Constantinople in 381 to deal with these problems and other 

debates.14 He started by targeting non-Nicene authority figures and rights to space, a 

tactic emperors had used against groups they considered heretics but also against 

Manichaeans, as we have seen.15 In January, heretics were described as having 

‘mysteries’ and were denigrated as ‘mad’.16 In July, Eunomians, Arians, and followers of 

Aetius had their access to public space restricted; their priests and patrons targeted; and 

their constructions seized along with the land or estate on which they stood.17 Modern 

scholars have highlighted such policies as a kind of “territoriality” that emphasised 

control over geography, such as denying space, and that priests and patrons were often 

 
10 Errington (2006):193-194. 
11 Errington (2006): 193. For similar, see McLynn (1994): 79-80, 99. 
12 Gallic Chronicler of 452, 383; Ambrose PL 16: De Spiritu Sancto Libri Tres. See also Ambrose PL 16 

De fide ad Gratianum Augustum Libri Quinque. See McLynn (1994): 88-106 for the historical context of 

De fide. Philostorgius was not convinced of Gratian’s orthodoxy and attributed a number of problems to 

him. Philostorgius 10.6. Birley (1983): 16-17. For similar concerns, see Narratio de imperatoribus domus 

valentinianae et theodosianae 3. See McLynn (1994): 79-80 on the later influence of Ambrose. McLynn 

also compared Gratian to Constantius II in terms of pursuing ecclesiastical unity, and found that Gratian 

did not have the same fervour. McLynn (1994): 99. 
13 Marcellinus Comes 379.  
14 See Liebeschuetz (2005): 52-54; Errington (1997); and Errington (2006): 221-230 for more detailed 

reconstructions. The Council of Capua in 391 still hoped to solve these problems, so the longevity of the 

Priscillianists controversy is not unusual. See also Leppin (2003): 41-44, 64-86 and Matthews (1975): 121-

130 for Theodosius’ early problems with the churches and religious policy, and Errington (1997): 41-42 for 

a comparison between Theodosius’ use of synods in 381 and Constantine I’s use of councils in 324. 
15 See also Barnard (1995): 127-128. 
16 CTh 16.5.6.1 The edict is directed to Illyricum, where circumstances were very different than in 

Constantinople. Errington (1997): 48-51. 
17 CTh 16.1.3; Theodoret 5.6. See Theodoret 5.7-9 and Sozomen 7.7-9 for the Council of Constantinople. 
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targeted and given heavier penalties.18 I argue that these policies did not come from 

Theodosius. These tactics were used for acts or groups that emperors considered to be 

socially disruptive, such as revolts or groups that deliberately pushed against imperial 

authority. The church disputes were detrimental to stability and unity, especially given 

the other external problems; Theodosian legislation in response to these problems was 

meant to resolve these church issues by removing dissenters.19 John Matthews rightly 

understood that the threat of exile in Theodosius’ legislation was intended to avert 

potential public disorder or resistance.20 These actions also bear a strong resemblance to 

Maximus’ decisions against the bishops who opposed the civil trials. What mattered was 

the enforcement of order based on the imperial definition of acceptability, either in terms 

of adherence to imperial definitions of piety or, in the case of Maximus, to accept civil 

decisions.  

Theodosius’ laws on heretics offered imperial clemency whereas Gratian and 

Maximus imply this was not an option for the Priscillianists, who were known to both as 

‘Manichaeans’. Theodosius specifically listed the Photinians (‘pestilence’), Arians 

(‘sacrilege’, ‘poisonous’), Eunomians (‘criminals’, ‘perfidy’), and general ‘sectarians’ 

(‘monstrous’, ‘abominable’, ‘ill-omened’). All heretics were demented and were 

associated with the mysteries.21 Theodosius offered hope that those who openly 

confessed to the Nicene Creed would be accepted as ‘true adherents’ and defenders of 

orthodoxy.22 I argue that the general framework set up by the First Tetrarchy is still here: 

publicly demonstrate acceptable religious behaviour and receive the forgiveness and/or 

blessings of the emperor, refuse and accept the legal penalties.23 The major difference 

between the two is, of course, that Theodosius’ framework rested on conceptions of 

orthodoxy and heterodoxy. Sozomen argued that these enactments were meant to enforce 

unity through intimidation, and this is certainly possible.24 However, as I will show this is 

not how Gratian or Maximus treated the Priscillianists. Their approach to dealing with 

the Priscillianist controversy more closely resembles Theodosius’ increasingly hostile 

legislation on the Manichaeans, not his legislation on heretics. 

Theodosius portrayed Manichaeans as non-Christians pretending to be Christians, 

 
18 Maier (1995): 50; Berzon (2017): 127-128. See Berzon (2017) for imperial methods of restricting space. 

See Świętoń (2014): 58-60, Barnard (1995): 128 for targeting patrons and priests.  
19 For similar, see Errington (2006): 213-216 
20 Matthews (1975): 123. 
21 CTh 16.5.6.1.  
22 CTh 16.5.6.2. 
23 See p 31-32. 
24 Sozomen HE 7.12. See also Socrates HE 5.20; Escribano Paño (2010): 115; Errington (1997): 40. 
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implying that they were infiltrating Christianity to deliberately disturb the churches. 

Theodosius claimed that Manichaeans were falsely calling themselves a variety of 

allegedly Christian names, such as Apotactites, but were nothing more than dishonest 

frauds who should not be allowed within towns or cities.25 This resembles the tetrarchic 

assertions that Manichaeans were Persian agents infiltrating the empire to corrupt it.26 

Manichaeans were barred from making wills or receiving inheritances, and their property 

confiscated to the fisc, again echoing tetrarchic legislation. Saved from prosecution were 

children who left Manichaeanism and became (Nicene) Christian.27 Theodosius’ law, in 

context, was in the middle of attempts at legitimacy building and multiple military 

problems, the same as the First Tetrarchy. Still in the first two years of his reign and 

suffering from Gothic and Persian incursions, Theodosius needed an easy target and an 

easy ‘win’. Maximus’ reference to the Priscillianists as ‘Manichaeans’ was probably 

meant to elicit the same popular support and sympathy in a similarly difficult period—

and only four years later.  

There are indications Theodosius was concerned with secrecy and sorcery in his 

laws against the Manichaeans. Theodosius ended 381 with a proscription addressed to the 

Praetorian Prefect against banned sacrifices, specifically focusing on divination.28 This 

was essentially issued again to the Dux of Osrhoene the next year, allowing temples to 

remain open and used, so long as there was no ability to perform banned sacrifices under 

the ‘guise’ of religious practice.29 I agree with Errington that these two laws refer to 

sorcery, not anti-paganism.30 The last surviving law against the Manichaeans, that of 

Valentinian I in 372, was concerned with the crimes commonly associated with 

Manichaeanism: sorcery and sexual immorality. Theodosius’ addition appears to be the 

understanding of Manichaeans as pretending to be Christians to disrupt the (Nicene) 

churches. Given Theodosius had already equated the safety of the empire with the safety 

and stability of the Nicene churches, the interpretation of Manichaeans as false Christians 

implied that Manichaeans were a threat to both the churches and, by extension, the 

empire; this assertion has precedents in the long-standing association of Manichaeanism 

 
25 CTh 16.5.7.3. Dated to 8 May 381. See König (2008): 7, 9; Errington (1997): 51-53. These laws could be 

varied according to local conditions, however, if an emperor wanted to apply a law or order to multiple 

prefectures or areas. Errington (2006): 89-90, pointing to CTh 16.5.7 and 16.5.9. 
26 See p 35-37. 
27 CTh 16.5.7.2. This would be the Theodosian equivalent to exceptions for Manichaeans who were not 

‘obstinent’. See p 35-37 for tetrarchic equivalents. 
28 CTh 16.10.7. Dated 21 December 381. 
29 CTh 16.10.8. Dated 30 November 382. 
30 Errington (2006): 234. 
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with treason and foreignness, and of religious unity with the safety of empire. 

Theodosius has simply adapted tetrarchic language to the churches specifically. The 

accusations of sorcery and Manichaeanism against Priscillian are thus suspiciously timed. 

 

The Genesis of the Sorcery and Manichaeanism Accusations against 

Priscillian 

 The escalation of the Priscillianist controversy suggests that some of its 

participants were aware of these wider developments to some degree, but the controversy 

escalated independently of imperial dialogues. Priscillian’s elevation to bishop was an 

attempt to solidify the Priscillianist position shortly after the council. I would argue that 

Priscillian was a bishop when he went to Mérida to help sort out its problems sometime 

in 381.31 Antonio García Masegosa’s suggestion that Avila was chosen because its 

climate and remoteness would appeal to the ascetic and mystic Priscillian is attractive 

and probably true but there are also other possibilities.32 It is possible that Avila was 

chosen so that Priscillian and his associates could gain authority over potential converts 

before their opponents could. The more important factor, I suggest, was that Avila was 

close to Cauca, the birthplace of Theodosius, who was making his support of Nicene 

Christianity very clear.33 How much of Theodosius’ family was still in the area is unclear, 

but the symbolism of proximity to an imperial birthplace would have been undeniable. 

Combined with the lukewarm response of the council and the proximity of several other 

major cities, Avila would reinforce the Priscillianists’ position. If the election of 

Priscillian was considered controversial as Errington suggested, I argue it was not 

because it was challenged on technical grounds, but because it was clearly meant as a 

move against Hydatius.34 If Priscillian was not a bishop before the Council, he must have 

been made a bishop by Instantius and Salvianus very shortly after the Council concluded 

in October 380. For the moment, the Priscillianists were on the offensive. 

In an attempt to maintain the upper hand, the Priscillianists tried to help remove 

 
31 Priscillian Tract. 2.120-130; Conti (2010): 16-17 on dating Tract 2. König (2008): 10 also dated the 

consecration of Priscillian before. For possible dates of the consecration of Priscillian, see Matthews 

(1975): 162-163; Chadwick (1976): 47, 51; Birley (1983): 21; van Waarden (2014): 134; Burrus (1995): 

54; Errington (2006): 194; Olivares Guillem (2002): 103. Prosper placed Priscillian’s ordination as bishop 

in 379, and some modern historians have followed suit. Prosper 379; Jorge (2006): 3, who further cited 

Escribaño Pano. 
32 García Masegosa (2003): 92. See also Curchin (2004): 6-7 for geography and climate of central 

Hispania. 
33 For similar arguments, see Birley (1983): 21-22; Matthews (1975): 170. 
34 Errington (2006): 194. For a similar argument, see Matthews (1975): 163. 
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Hydatius from his see in Mérida. The incident is often overlooked in scholarship despite 

its importance to the rapid escalation of the controversy, including the accusations of 

sorcery and Manichaeanism.35 If the promotion of Priscillian was the lit match, the 

violence instigated by Priscillian because of his intrusion in Mérida was the fuel.36 After 

the Council, one of Hydatius’ presbyters indicted him in the middle of church with 

ecclesiastical decrees.37 Shortly after, worse charges against Hydatius were brought after 

the Priscillianist churches presented an unspecified ‘document’.38 Many congregants then 

refused the now tarnished Hydatius, causing infighting within the Méridan church.39 

Priscillian argued that he and his associates travelled to Mérida personally because they 

wanted to resolve the conflict, naming himself, Symposius, and Hyginus, though it is 

unclear if Symposius and Hyginus were at Mérida.40 They were attacked, however, by 

crowds and driven from the city.41 Priscillian and his associates then sent letters to 

unspecified others telling them of this terrible attack.42 

However, an analysis of Priscillian’s letter to Damasus shows that Priscillian’s 

own telling makes the events look highly orchestrated, and this would prove fatal to 

Priscillian once he came face to face with an emperor who could pay more attention to 

the controversy. It is possible that both of the documents Priscillian mentions came from 

Priscillianists in an attempt to further neutralise Hydatius. Alternatively, both the original 

document and the presbyter who presented it were unrelated to the Priscillianists, and the 

Priscillianists used the situation as a pretext for interfering in Mérida. Priscillian openly 

admits the document they circulated led to worse charges. The Mérida incident would 

have looked like a ‘power play’ to Hydatius, designed to remove him after having 

opposed the Priscillianists for so long.43 Kulikowski noted a discrepancy between 

Priscillian’s teachings and what his opponents emphasised about him.44 I argue that 

Hydatius’ accusations stemmed from the incident in Mérida, not the Council. The 

 
35 See Conti (2010): 2; Chadwick (1976): 31-35; König (2008): 10. Sulpicius does not mention the episode 

at all and neither does Matthews, who follows Sulpicius. Matthews (1975): 163. Kulikowski does highlight 

the episode. Kulikowski (2004): 245. 
36 See also Chadwick (1976): 31-32. 
37 Priscillian Tract. 2.110-113. There is no clarification as to what these were. 
38 Priscillian Tract. 2.113-118.  
39 Priscillian Tract. 2.118-119. 
40 Priscillian Tract. 2.128-121. Priscillian made no reference to anyone in Mérida requesting their 

assistance. Different conceptualisations of the geographical limitations of episcopal authority may have 

played a part, as we saw in Chapter 6.  
41 Priscillian Tract. 2.131-134. 
42 Priscillian Tract. 2.137-139. 
43 See Chadwick (1976): 31-32. 
44 Kulikowski (2004): 245. 
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Priscillianists accused Hydatius in his own see. Hydatius’ subsequent accusations of 

sorcery and Manichaeanism against the Priscillianists and his subsequent appeal to 

Gratian were an attempt to save face in what had quickly turned into fight for survival.45 

This scenario would also explain why the accusations appear early but are not in the 

canons themselves.46 The Priscillianists’ actions in Mérida were the primary motivators 

of the accusations that eventually led to accusations and the civil trials, not any of the 

episcopal conversations that preceded it. The fact that Priscillian circulated a letter that 

implicated himself in the violence was likely brought up later at the trials to argue that 

Priscillian deliberately caused social disruption and disruption of the churches. 

Hydatius’ see in Mérida would give him the opportunity to learn about recent 

political developments, and his petition to Gratian suggests he knew about the recent 

rhetoric around Manichaeanism and sorcery. Kulikowski also noted how rapidly the 

controversy became politicised after 380, and the inability of participants to moderate 

their behaviour without losing face.47 The accusations of Manichaeanism and sorcery, 

and the politicisation and inability to moderate behaviour noted by Kulikowski were 

reactions to Priscillian’s actions, not to the Council of Zaragoza. Hydatius sent letters to 

Ambrose, Damasus, and to unnamed churches calling the Priscillianists, including 

Hyginus, heretics.48 Ambrose was also a correspondent on at least one occasion to both 

Delphinus and Phoebadius.49 Hydatius needed to accuse Priscillian and the Priscillianists 

of something worse than whatever accusations were in the documents the Priscillianists 

had circulated. Capital crimes were as high as he could reach. I am not arguing Hydatius 

was reacting specifically to Theodosius’ edict, but it is certainly suspicious that, out of all 

the accusations Hydatius could make against the Priscillianists, he chose false bishops, 

sorcery, and Manichaeanism.50 McLynn has separately and briefly pointed out that 

Hydatius’ “language was well calculated to produce the desired response.”51 Several 

 
45 For a similar argument, see König (2008): 10. See also Burrus (1995): 54. Contra Chadwick (1976): 35.  
46 Attempts at finding Manichaeanism, sorcery, astrology, and related practices in Priscillianism in 

Priscillian’s tractates is fraught with difficulties. Priscillian’s apology includes his own beliefs and the 

accusations made against him, and, as I will show, Priscillian insufficiently separates the two from each 

other. This makes it difficult to know to what degree any of these practices were actually Priscillian’s own 

teachings. It is partially for this reason that I focus on what is actually in the canons, with the 

acknowledgement that practices alluded to in the canons could be misconstrued and misrepresented as 

sorcery and Manichaeanism. For astrology and possible agricultural magic in Tract. 1, see Chin (2015): 

102-104. For “possible Manichaean elements” in Priscillianism, see Lee (2013): 47. 
47 Kulikowski (2004): 245. 
48 Priscillian Tract. 2.141-154.  
49 Matthews (1975): 191, pointing to Ep. 87. 
50 Priscillian Tract. 2.141-145.   
51 McLynn (1994): 149-150. 
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alleged Priscillianist practices not present in the canons at Zaragoza could plausibly be 

used as evidence: rejection of marriage; advocation of vegetarianism; Priscillian wore 

amulets, used apocrypha and esoteric works, and was interested in astrology.52 Hydatius 

‘repackaged’ the entire controversy and stacked the accusations against Priscillian so that 

they were similar to the legislation of Gratian and Theodosius, most especially the latter. 

It is possible that part of the reason Gratian responded to Hydatius was the bombastic 

laws of Theodosius on precisely these alleged issues.53 If so, then Gratian, like Maximus, 

were partially motivated by factors outside of the Priscillianist controversy itself.  

Gratian’s handling of the accusations against Priscillian only differs from that of 

Maximus in that Gratian did not put imperial officials in charge of the investigations. 

Gratian authorised Hydatius to identify the Manichaeans and false bishops so that they 

could banished.54 Hydatius and Ithacius petitioned several judges, possibly on the 

authority of the rescript, to remove Instantius, Salvanius, and Priscillian from the cities.55 

Gratian, as with his recall of the eastern bishops, did not consider the practical 

consequences of his vaguely-worded response, and did not assign any official to 

investigate the case. If Hydatius did make petitions to the judges on the basis of Gratian’s 

rescript, then Gratian essentially gave control of the investigation to Hydatius unaware 

that he was embroiled in personal disputes with the people he accused.56 It is also 

possible that Gratian gave authority to these judges and Hydatius openly accused 

Priscillian in court the way Ithacius later did in Trier. There is no way to know this based 

on surviving evidence. The important factor is that Gratian was not overseeing any of this 

himself or giving control to higher-ranking officials who might be less enmeshed in local 

politics.57 

 
52 For the association of these aspects of Priscillianism with sorcery, astrology, and Manichaeanism, see 

Lee (2013): 47; Lieu (1992): 142; Breyfogle (1995): 449-450; Birley (1983): 18; König (2008): 1-2; 

Kulikowski (2004): 243-244; Kulikowski (2004): 249-250 and notes, following Chadwick.  
53 For similar arguments, see Olivares Guillem (2002): 103-104. 
54 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 156c; 2.47.2. See Conti (2010): 2. 
55 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 156b-c; 2.47.2; Priscillian Tract. 2.141-145. Sulpicius states that Hydatius and 

Ithacius petitioned judges to have the Priscillianists removed from cities before the rescript to Gratian. 
56 See also Conti (2010): 2. It is possible, as Lim suggested, that it was assumed local authorities had the 

best ability to find Manichaeans, and as he noted, church officials were often the first to lodge such 

petitions in the first place. Lim (2008): 153-154. See also Burrus (1995): 54. 
57 There is something of a useful analogy to make with McLynn’s analysis of the 390 massacre in 

Thessalonica: what had gone wrong was that Theodosius gave control of responding to the murder of 

Butheric to Butheric’s soldiers. Butheric had been murdered in a riot instigated at his arrest of a popular 

charioteer. Theodosius gave control of the imperial response to the riot and to the murder to Butheric’s 

subordinates, who were familiar with the city. This gave imperial authority to a group with a deeply 

personal stake in avenging Butheric, but also left the soldiers free to settle other personal feuds and to 

acquire profits, under the perhaps misinterpreted or distorted guise of imperial instruction. McLynn (1994): 

321-323. 
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The rescript did guarantee that Hydatius and Ithacius suddenly had imperial 

backing to pursue the Priscillianists based on unsubstantiated accusations and innuendo 

intentionally designed to make the Priscillianists look as bad as possible. While the final 

verdicts in 385 were also based on these allegations, oversight of those investigations 

was given to the Treasury and Praetorian Prefect. The only imperial involvement in 381 

was an insufficiently planned rescript based on incomplete information that was 

something of a kneejerk reaction to the accusations of Manichaeanism and sorcery found 

in Hydatius’ petition. In fairness, Gratian was busy with military problems and 

difficulties with his own administration and generals, and did not have the experience to 

navigate these problems.58 Gratian was “aloof” whereas Maximus would later be 

unambiguously involved in the controversy.59  

An important additional factor is that the participants even at this stage seem to 

have been unaware that the accusations in the petition did not mean the same thing 

universally, but each participant was trying to change the controversy to suit their own 

motives. Hydatius and Priscillian were bishops who would have considered 

Manichaeanism to be a heresy. To Gratian, however, Manichaeanism was an illegal 

religion. It is not entirely clear whether Hydatius’ petition included accusations of 

Manichaeans pretending to be Christian bishops, or false bishops and Manichaeans. 

Depending on the wording, Hydatius told Gratian anything from Priscillian being elected 

illegally to Priscillian secretly being a Manichaean pretending to be a Christian bishop. 

Gratian likely took the view that there were Manichaeans pretending to be Christians 

because this was the direction imperial rhetoric had taken, or he took the more traditional 

view of his father of associating Manichaeans with secrecy, sorcery, and sexual 

immorality. Priscillian may not have been aware of this, though Hydatius likely was, and 

Gratian was reliant on what Hydatius had told him in the rescript. Even at this early 

stage, the bishops and the emperor were not in accord as to what the situation ‘really’ 

was. What I emphasise here is that the imperial response to this petition means that, from 

the start, the imperial government was involved in the controversy based partially on its 

own, separate motivations, and partially on accusations stemming from a highly personal 

feud—not what ‘really’ happened. Whether Hydatius or Ithacius understood that their 

accusations could lead to civil trials under civil authorities is unclear at this stage; 

 
58 Leppin has made a similar argument for the difference between Theodosius and Gratian in military and 

diplomatic experience. Leppin (2003): 45-50. 
59 Burrus (1995): 80. See also Errington (2006): 194; Birley (1983): 17; König (2008): 12. 
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however, once the accusations were made, the imperial government would act on them 

regardless. 

When confronted with Gratian’s rescript, Priscillian, Instantius, and Salvianus 

chose to go in person to Rome and Milan. They went through Aquitaine where they 

received the support of the people of Eauze. Ammianus described Eauze as one of the 

three primary cities in Narbonensis, so gaining its support was a major victory for the 

Priscillianist party.60 After leaving Eauze, the three bishops went to Bordeaux where they 

were rebuffed by Delphinus. They did gain the support of Euchrotia and Procula, who 

chose to travel with Priscillian to Italy and whose support of Priscillian must have been 

particularly stinging to Delphinus.61 Finally, the entire party were rejected by both 

Ambrose and Damasus.62 Delphinus, Ambrose, and Damasus were unlikely to support or 

appear to support at this stage for a variety of reasons, mostly unrelated to the 

Priscillianist controversy.63 I will argue later that the original reasonings for these rebuffs 

would have gotten lost in the very different context of 385. Maximus may or may not 

have been aware of the various nuances and motives behind the actions of the bishops 

who blocked Priscillian in these years, but it still would have mattered that three bishops 

in highly important cities had blocked him.  

I also argue that the Priscillianists’ actions in response to the rescript were poorly 

planned, and that they were later used to demonstrate the guilt of the Priscillianists in 

385. Physically making the journey took precious time. There is no indication of how the 

Priscillianist party used the support of Eauze to their advantage. McLynn suggested that 

the Priscillianists decided to go to Italy after Hydatius’ rescript from Gratian and after 

receiving their own rescript allowing their return to their churches; the visit to Italy was 

purely to achieve some kind of ecclesiastical solution.64 If so, it was a dangerous gamble 

that, in the end, made the Priscillianists look worse: they were rejected very publicly 

multiple times. I also point out that if Delphinus, Ambrose, or Damasus had heard of the 

Priscillianists’ actions in Mérida, they were hardly going to let Priscillian into their cities. 

 
60 Ammianus 15.11.14. Matthews also pointed out that Rufinus, later a member of the court of Theodosius, 

was from Eauze. Matthews (1971): 1078; Matthews (1975): 113; Birley (1983): n 68 p 22. There is no 

indication that Rufinus was in Eauze at the time. Piay Augusto (2006): 605, following Matthews (1975): 

169-170. Jorge (2006): 7 dated the journey to Milan and Rome to 382.  
61 See also Burrus (1995): 28. 
62 Sulpicius stated they went to Rome then Milan but most modern historians place the order as: Milan, 

Rome, Milan, see Conti (2010): 3. As with van Waarden (2014): 135. 
63 König (2008): 15-16; van Waarden (2014): 145-146. Burrus provided an extensive survey of Damasus’ 

and Ambrose’s problems. Burrus (1995): 85-89, 90-92.  
64 McLynn (1994): 150, plus notes. 
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Priscillian’s letter to Damasus did not help matters either. Priscillian still refused to 

address many of concerns about him and what he did choose to defend was not addressed 

clearly. He refers to injurious accusations by Hydatius but does not clearly state what 

these were and does not offer any counter-explanations for Priscillianist practices.65 

Further, Catherine M. Chin argued that Priscillian’s references to astrology in his letter to 

Damasus can be interpreted as either anti-astrology or pro-astrology.66 I add that the 

ambiguity of Priscillian’s stance worked against him, as did his less than diplomatic tone 

overall.67 I emphasise now that these public rejections were devastating to the 

Priscillianists’ cause. The rejections of the bishop of immortal Rome and the bishop of 

the current imperial capital in Milan meant a lack of access to future assistance from 

these ecclesiastical sources, and the rejections, simply, looked bad. Both Ithacius and 

Patricius, the prosecutor of the second trial against Priscillian, could easily point to the 

number of rejections from imperial cities to demonstrate that the Priscillianists must be 

guilty of something, and that the Priscillianists were not accepted by the churches. This 

gave the appearance that the Priscillianists were out of line, not Hydatius’ or Ithacius’ 

relentless pursuit. Appearances mattered, which Priscillian seems not to have entirely 

understood either in c381/2 or in 385. 

The Priscillianists’ success in c381/2 had nothing to do with their own rhetorical 

ability, but it did have a great deal to do with personal animosities in Gratian’s court that 

were not present in the court of Maximus four years later. It was only after their appeals 

to bishops failed that the Priscillianists appealed to civil authorities, as Hydatius had 

already done months earlier. The Priscillianists’ delay in responding to the accusations 

made against them to civil officials would not have worked in their favour. The 

Priscillianists were able to gain the support of Macedonius, the magister officiorum, 

perhaps through bribery but certainly because of Macedonius’ dislike of Ambrose, who 

 
65 Priscillian Tract 2.4-5. As he does throughout Tract.1, Tract. 2 has a lengthy, general refutation of 

various heresies, including one reference to Manichaeanism aside from a description of the contents of 

Gratian’s rescript. Priscillian Tract 2.68-109. I am not entirely convinced any of the practices described in 

the text are genuine Priscillianist practices. The tractate is referring to accusations made against him, they 

are not necessarily reflective of anything Priscillian was doing. 
66 Chin (2015): 103. For extensive references to accusations of performing astrology, divination, and pagan 

rites, see Priscillian Tract. 1.90-259.  
67 van Waarden (2014): 142-143 argued that, overall, the letter is competent but Priscillian could have been 

more humble and diplomatic. See 139-141 for his analysis of the letter. For additional problems with 

Priscillian’s approach, see Burrus (1995): 51. I add that Priscillian made the tactical mistake of referring to 

Gratian’s rescript and Priscillian’s own previous failed visits to both Rome and Milan. Reminding 

Damasus of the number of people who had rejected him was hardly going to convince Damasus to change 

his mind. Priscillian Tract. 2.141-151. He then later demands Damasus call another council and order 

Hydatius to appear, despite Priscillian’s stated belief in Damasus’ superior authority. Priscillian Tract. 

2.176-198, 2.7-10, 2.80, 2.114, 2.186. 
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was at this time gaining influence with Gratian.68 Macedonius was either not aware that 

the Priscillianists were the subject of Gratian’s rescript or that the rescript Gratian had 

given was being used against the Priscillianists. It is also possible that Macedonius was 

aware to some degree and he counteracted Gratian anyway because of his hatred of 

Ambrose. As we have seen, the military acted without Gratian’s approval and against his 

direct orders. As with Firmus’ revolt, the magister officiorum could take sides in a 

conflict before it ever reached the emperor.69 Gratian may still have been largely unaware 

of the controversy despite the actions of his own government. It is important to restate 

that even Gratian’s earlier rescript was part of imperial rhetoric on false Christians and 

Manichaeans, not to the specific case at hand. Instead, Macedonius allowed Priscillian 

and Instantius to return to their sees, likely in 381 or 382.70 All of the events of 381 

ultimately moved the controversy no closer to a conclusion, it only made more people 

aware of it. More specifically, it made more people aware of the accusations of sorcery, 

sexual immorality, and Manichaeanism against Priscillian. 

 

382  

In 382, Gratian put more serious efforts into forming a religious programme, but 

only after Theodosius had already made such efforts, and Gratian’s efforts continued to 

be on a far less expansive or exclusivist. I agree with A.R. Birley that Theodosius’ hard-

line position against ‘pagans’ from the start—unlike his co-rulers—may have influenced 

Gratian’s ultimate decision to repudiate the title of pontifex maximus, if he ever formally 

did so.71 In 382, Theodosius continued his campaign against ‘paganism’ by making it 

clear that there was to be no religious significance attached to temples, a total rhetorical 

erasure of sacred pagan space.72 I argue that Gratian’s removal of the Altar of Victory 

and his shift towards exclusivity likely had just as much to do with Theodosius’ religious 

programme, his military successes against the Goths and the Sasanians, and his 

interference with the Council of Aquileia as with Ambrose’s prodding.73 A.D. Lee has 

 
68 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 156d-157a; 2.48.2. Conti (2010): 3; Chadwick (1976): 40; Matthews (1975): 

164. van Waarden suggested that Ambrose may have been behind Gratian’s earlier rescript to Hydatius. 

van Waarden (2014): n 8.  
69 See p 67. 
70 Salvanius had passed away in Milan. Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 157a; 2.48.2. Burrus dated Priscilian’s 

arrival at Bordeaux to 381. Burrus (1995): n 8 p 200.  
71 Birley (1983): 15; Matthews (1975): 203-204; Errington (1997): n 63, 33-34; Errington (2006): 124, 233 

for Theodosius and Valentinian II and the title.  
72 CTh 16.10.8. 
73 The Gothic wars and the early years of Theodosius are poorly recorded. Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 67 
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dated Gratian’s more severe measures to 382 or 383, including the removal of the Altar 

and the removal of imperial financial support of the traditional priesthoods and the Vestal 

Virgins.74 Removing the Altar of Victory in the Senate in Rome was a decisive statement 

of Christian piety against a powerful group that had unbeatable authority.75 More recent 

research, however, has suggested that Gratian’s measures targeted Rome and specific 

privileges.76 If Gratian primarily targeted Rome, this would be far less encompassing than 

Theodosius’ programme. In all, when Priscillian arrived in Milan and Rome in 381/2, 

there was no guarantee whatsoever that Gratian would suddenly consider Priscillian and 

his associates more worthy of his attention, and, indeed, Gratian never got involved after 

the initial rescript despite the accusations of sorcery and Manichaeanism. 

Theodosius, however, did continue to legislate against the Manichaeans, and his 

efforts likely influenced Maximus. On 31 March, Theodosius issued a ferocious edict 

targeting Manichaeans who meet in secret groups of the “lowest classes” under the 

“pretence” of solitary life, likely referring to a variety of different ascetic practices.77 

Such persons were to be treated legally as profaners and corrupters of the universally 

revered Catholic discipline. First, Theodosius positioned Catholicism, now defined as 

Nicene, as universal and universally revered, depicting Manichaeans as deliberate 

disturbers of the Christian peace. Second, he equated the empire with Catholicism. By 

doing so, Manichaeans were again positioned again as religiously and politically 

subversive to both the empire and Catholicism. Third, Theodosius identified flight to the 

country and in groups as Manichaean practices and considered such groups as deliberate 

corrupters of society, an echo of tetrarchic salvoes against Manichaeans. These more 

recent attacks meant future problems for the Priscillianists, who allegedly retreated into 

rural areas. Also worrisome for the Priscillianists was the designation of absence on 

Easter as a marker of deviancy. Theodosius made individuals and groups with these 

proscribed practices un-intestable, which should be considered targeting financiers. 

 
p 473-474; Matthews (1989): 16. Theodosius, like Gratian, had problems with generals acting on their own 

authority. Zosimus 4.40; Pan Lat II(12).22.4. For the influence of Ambrose on this shift away from the 

tolerant policy of Valentinian I, see Palanque (1931): 88. Lee suggested Gratian’s increasing intolerance 

was related to his move from Trier to Italy in the early 380s and the more persistent Christian groups in 

Rome, following McLynn and Cameron. McLynn (1994): 151-2; Lee (2013): 49-50. See also Errington 

(2006): 31. Errington has also suggested that Gratian was influenced by Theodosius in CTh 16.7.3, the first 

use of loss of right to make a will in the west. Errington (2006): 107-8.  
74 Lee (2013): 49. 
75 Symmachus Rel. 3 emphasised unity and harmony throughout. See Mertaniemi (2011): 162; Birley 

(1983): 16. 
76 Lizzi Testa (2015): 407; Cameron (2007): 348; Errington (2006): 123-5. See Cameron (2007): 350, 375 

for possible dates. 
77 CTh 16.5.9. 
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Associating these groups and practices with Manichaeans enabled further proscriptions 

and penalties.78 I will argue in the final chapters that Maximus’ decisions against the 

Priscillianists were similar to contemporary laws against Manichaeans and against 

sorcery, and that the Priscillianists were subsumed into then-current definitions of the 

legal category of Manichaeanism. 

 Subsequent attempts by Gratian’s administration to deal with the alleged 

Manichaeans in Hispania continued to be unorganised and self-contradictory, two 

problems that did not exist in either in the magic trials or in Maximus’ administration. 

Ithacius continued to fight the Priscillianists and accused them of Manichaeanism, in the 

ecclesiastical understanding of that term, probably on the basis of the canons of Zaragoza 

and the rescript.79 The two should be considered separately. Part of the confusion 

surrounding the eventual verdicts is that scholars tend to assume a direct connection 

between the controversy and the trials and an identical ecclesiastical view and civil view. 

The rescript was based on separate events and was intended to encourage Hydatius to 

‘find’ Manichaeans, which is completely different from the episcopal concerns at 

Zaragoza. Eventually, the Priscillianists petitioned Volventius, the governor of Lusitania, 

to arrest Ithacius for disturbing the peace of the church after he continued to harass them 

despite Macedonius’ orders.80 Ithacius appealed to Gregory, the Praetorian Prefect of 

Gaul, but this failed.81 Priscillian appealed again to Macedonius, who overruled Gregory 

and had the case sent back to vicarius Hispaniarum.82 However, the bishop of Trier, 

Britannius, assisted Ithacius in evading the officers sent to arrest him.83 Why the imperial 

administration was unable to capture Ithacius is unclear. This is likely related to 

McLynn’s observation that Gratian did not have as tight a grip on the state apparatus as 

Valentinian I.84 Regardless, at this point many participants were likely confused as to 

 
78 Barnard (1995): 127. See also Errington (2006): 223. 
79 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 157a; 2.49.1.  
80 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 1557a; 2.49.1. PLRE I Volventius. 
81 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:157a-b; 2.49.1. König (2008): 10-11. PLRE I Proculus Gregorius 9. Gregory 

was out of office by the death of Gratian on 25 August 383. His location after the end of tenure is 

unknown. 
82 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:157a; 2.49.2. For vicarius Hispaniarum, see PLRE Anonymous 58. Several 

scholars have identified him as Marinianus. Matthews (1975): 164-165, notes; Piay Augusto (606); 

Chastagnol (1965): 276-277. PLRE Marinianus 2. 
83 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:157b; 2.49.2. Chadwick pointed out that Britannius was at the Council of 

Valence and the Council of Rome in 382 and would have not likely had a positive view of Priscillian. 

Chadwick (1976): 42. There is no indication of how Britannius knew about the conflict or how he knew 

Ithacius. The journey from Faro to Trier would have required assistance. Hydatius and Phoebadius are the 

most likely because they had the most resources of the bishops already involved. If Britannius was in 

Rome in 382, he might have met the Priscillianist party, but this would depend on a more secure dating of 

the Priscillianists’ travels. 
84 McLynn (1994): 87. I agree that, in fairness, Gratian had inherited a number of different problems, and I 
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who was in charge and whose orders ought to be followed. Technically, each of the 

officials involved was correct about their decisions, it was the lack of central control that 

caused problems. The vicarius Hispanarum was the appropriate authority to deal with 

Ithacius’ disruption of the churches as that was where the controversy was located. 

Errington has also added that Ithacius had illegally appealed to the Gregory since he had 

not been officially tried yet.85 I argue, then, that Macedonius was therefore correct in 

overruling Gregory and giving the case back to the vicarius. I agree with Errington that 

the imperial government likely considered the situation resolved at this point.86 I would 

also argue that they considered the matter finished partly because, according to imperial 

administrative standards, the situation was dealt with, and because they assumed that 

imperial authority would be followed. Further, there is no real evidence that any of the 

imperial officials, particularly the ones outside Hispania, had a real awareness of how 

personal the situation had already gotten. If Gregory or the vicarius tried to get Gratian 

more involved, Gregory, at least, had the means to do so.87 There may have been a 

concern by either official as to whether Gregory could take over a case from the vicarius 

that had not been tried yet, and wanted Gratian to provide the appropriate direction.88 A 

similar scenario did occur later when Evodius, who found the Priscillianist guilty in 385, 

asked Maximus for direction on the penalties to be given. When understanding Maximus’ 

decisions regarding the Priscillianists, it helps to understand that we implicitly compare 

him to Gratian, who consistently failed to provide central direction.  

The other primary difference between Maximus and Gratian was that Gratian was 

unusually inattentive in general and the Priscillianist controversy was unusually complex. 

The open factionalism of Gratian’s administration has been detailed extensively by 

McLynn, and I have discussed here the extensive, similar problems in the military, of 

which Maximus, Merobaudes, and Theodosius were all part.89 As for the Priscillianists 

specifically, McLynn rightfully separated the specific problems with the way Gratian’s 

administration handled the conflict and the general problems of late antique imperial 

 
would add that Gratian was significantly younger than his father when he became emperor. Theodosius, as 

I have argued, had more experience to deal with these problems. For similar arguments, see Matthews 

(1975): 164. 
85 Errington (2006): 194-195. Cf Olivares Guillem (2002): 105-106. 
86 Errington (2006): 195. 
87 Gregory was a friend of Ausonius and Symmachus and was highly connected. McLynn (1994): 100; 

Matthews (1975): 71-72, 75. How well he knew of the various rivalries in Milan and Rome is unclear.  
88 Contra Matthews, there is no need to assume that Gregory “supported the orthodox point of view”. 

Matthews (1975): 164. Gregory does not appear before the petition of Ithacius, and there is no reason to 

assume the Praetorian Prefect would automatically assume that Ithacius was telling the truth. 
89 McLynn (1994):150, 151-152, 154, especially.  
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decision-making. He argued that Gratian was given at least three different versions of 

what happened: Hydatius through Ambrose; Priscillian through Macedonius; and 

Ithacius through the report of the prefect; all of which were plausible. Gratian might not 

have known these were conflicting reports since each were considered separately and “as 

a prepackaged suggestio”; this typical problem was exacerbated by the unusually lax 

control Gratian had.90 This is still insufficient. It must be highlighted that each participant 

in the chains of authority McLynn noted were free to present the ‘facts’ differently or not 

at all. I have already shown that both Hydatius’ accusations and Priscillian’s 

presentations of the conflict were not completely honest. Assuming he ever told Gratian 

anything of the controversy, Macedonius’ presentation of what Priscillian had told him, 

in turn, could be different from Priscillian had actually said to him. The tetrarchic trials, 

the Constantian trials, and the magic trials were all investigated and conducted by 

imperial authorities, who then reported their findings to the emperor. These reports could 

be manipulated, of course, but direct imperial oversight narrowed the number of 

potentially conflicting reports, and investigators were answerable to the emperor. 

Maximus’ reaction to the Priscillianists is more in-line with these prior trials. It is only by 

comparing him to Gratian that Maximus looks unusual.  

Priscillian was also careless and showed a lack of awareness. Kulikowski argued 

that Priscillian was aware Hydatius was upset about his criticism of city life, but 

ruthlessly mocked Hydatius in writing regardless.91 I add that, considering that the clergy 

did not universally share Priscillian’s opinions or practices—which should have been 

obvious by the canons of Zaragoza—mocking Hydatius on this point was a poor strategy. 

His refusal to address the concerns about mixed-gender meetings or the rumours 

resulting from his stay on the estate of Euchrotia also show a lack of awareness. 

Priscillian does not mention the accusations of sexual immorality or the concerns about 

social impropriety, nor does he seem to understand that some of his behaviours were 

commonly understood as inappropriate. The rumours of a supposed sexual relationship 

between Euchrotia’s daughter Procula and Priscillian, including an alleged abortion, 

seem to have spread quickly, as did the fact that Priscillian left Bordeaux with a group of 

(strange) women.92 Priscillian seems to have been unaware his reputation suffered 

immensely. Once the imperial apparatus became fully involved under Maximus, it would 

 
90 McLynn (1994): 150-151. 
91 Kulikowski (2004): 248. See also Burrus (1995): 29.  
92 Burrus (1995): 83.  
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bring with it long-standing concerns about sexual immorality, particularly with wealthy 

women. This study showed that emperors placed a lot of rhetorical value on public 

demonstration of virtue and chastity, most especially—and crucially—Valentinian I, the 

father of Gratian and an exemplum of Maximus.  

 A brief but informative comparison can be made between exact contemporaries 

Priscillian and Jerome. Jerome, like Priscillian, had an undefined and potentially 

improper ecclesiastical status.93 Jerome was aware that his mixed gender meetings were 

the cause of concern and addressed it.94 He also made it clear that there was a gender 

hierarchy: Jerome consistently portrayed himself as their superior despite admitting they 

were easily as accomplished as he was.95 I agree with Andrew Cain that the Aventine 

Circle may have chosen Jerome because of his knowledge, but also because they needed 

a male authority figure who would make the group appear more legitimate.96 Priscillian, 

on the other hand, does not seem to have fully understood that others considered it 

inappropriate for him to travel alone with multiple women.97 Both Tract. 1 and 2 

consistently use ‘we’ and ‘our’ throughout rather than ‘I’, erasing a clear hierarchy, and 

he never refers to the accusations of sexual immorality. Priscillian openly acknowledged 

his belief in spiritual equality. If Priscillian’s behaviour before Zaragoza resembled his 

behaviour after, then he never made an attempt to confront these problems, and his 

decision not to attend Zaragoza made him look even more suspicious. This no doubt 

fuelled Hydatius’ and Ithacius’ pursuit and gave legitimacy to their later accusations. 

Hydatius and Ithacius were not subtle either, but they both had more connections 

than Priscillian, connections that helped them largely survive the controversy and its 

aftermath. Augustine, a more tactful and successful rhetorician, avoided naming Pelagius 

likely because of his popularity with the elite.98 Hydatius, on the other hand, sent out 

various letters accusing Priscillian of a range of serious crimes despite knowing he had 

aristocratic support. Ithacius continued his own accusations in spite of various imperial 

rescripts.99 Even if Ithacius had withdrawn, there were legal penalties if he failed to 

produce supporting witnesses and documentation.100 Perhaps Ithacius did not have such 

 
93 Cain (2009): 2. 
94 Cain argued that Jerome could and did alter his image according to necessity. Cain (2009): 4, 51-52.  
95 Jerome Epitaphium Sanctae Paulae 18.3, 18.6-7, 18.9-19, 28.1, 21.1-3, 26.3, 28.2. See also Cain (2009): 

78. 
96 Cain (2017): 230. 
97 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 156d-157a; 2.48.1-2. 
98 Miles (2008): 142-147. 
99 See also König (2008): 14. 
100 CTh 9.37.1-3. 
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documentation and was simply waiting for an emperor whose ear he could more easily 

catch. Ithacius had, in fact, heard rumours of a rebellion in Britain and decided to wait in 

Trier.101 He must have been aware, however, that his flight from the warrant for his arrest 

made him look deeply suspicious, thus influencing his later attempts at trying Priscillian 

in court for worse crimes. By the time of Maximus’ revolt, what had started out as 

genuine concerns over propriety and orthopraxy had devolved into petty, personal 

mudslinging that was never going to be addressed in the way any of the combatants 

wanted, new emperor or not. Tragically, the participants were to discover that the 

inattentiveness of Gratian was not shared by the new emperor at Trier. 

 

 

 
101 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:157b; 2.49.2. 
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8. Maximus’ Rebellion (383) 
 Gratian’s growing unpopularity and his multiple problems with Theodosius made 

Maximus’ revolt in 383 possible. Maximus was surely aware of at least some of this 

discontent, and he certainly knew how to take advantage of it. However, there is no real 

evidence Maximus gained full recognition from Valentinian II or Theodosius in 383 or 

384. This was one of several problems for Maximus in his first few months, and these 

problems can give us vital clues about how and why Maximus approached the 

Priscillianists. Further, scholars have assumed, at some level, that Maximus gave 

Ithacius’ petition and the controversy his full attention. I will argue instead that 

numismatics, the initial embassies to Milan and Constantinople, and archaeological and 

written evidence of incursions suggest that Maximus was preoccupied with other 

problems and that he may have known very little about the Priscillianist controversy 

when he called for the Synod of Bordeaux in 384. 

 

A Quick Victory 

Maximus had relatively little trouble gaining power due to his own merits and 

because Gratian’s various missteps were already causing serious problems. Zosimus 

suggested that Maximus’ primary motivation was anger at not receiving a post after 

Theodosius became emperor. This may have an element of truth to it, but I would add 

that Gratian had also alienated much of the military for a number of reasons, including 

his alleged preference for the Alans in the army, as Zosimus himself stated but did not 

connect to the rebellion.1 Given his long history with Theodosius’ father and his own 

experience, Maximus likely did expect a post either from Gratian, who had promoted 

Merobaudes and given him a consulship in 377, or from Theodosius, who had already 

given similar accolades to his relatives Eucherius and Syagrius.2 Any expectations of 

promotion or honours would have been dashed once it became clear that he was 

essentially exiled to Britain.3 The army in Britain likely chose Maximus based on his 

 
1 Zosimus 4.35.5. See McLynn (1994): 153 for rivalry within the military as source of problem with 

Gratian’s alleged preference for the Alans. 
2 PLRE I Flavius Eucherius 2 and Flavius Syagrius 3. See Matthews (1975): 93-96, 107-112 for the 

Theodosian family and Theodosius’ early court. See also 96-8 for the crossing of officials between east and 

west after Adrianople, in part to form the new court of Theodosius. See also Chastagnol (1965): 288-290.  
3 It has been suggested the promotion of Arcadius in 383 made Maximus realise that Theodosius’ dynastic 

ambitions did not extend to him. Birley (1983): 14. See also Balil (1965): 113, incorrectly identified as 

Honorius. However, it would have taken time for this news to reach Britain and the rebellion was 

underway by summer of the same year. Successful rebellions take time to plan. The news of Arcadius is 

unlikely to have been a motivator for the rebellion. 
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long-standing connections to both Valentinian I and the Theodosians, and, especially, 

because of his success in at least three highly publicised campaigns in 367/8, in 370-2, 

and in 373-4 in Britain, Gaul, and Africa.4 Gratian had also not been in Gaul for several 

years, thus leaving it open to recurring problems from incursions.5 Gratian’s inexperience 

and relatively poor relationship with the military also explain why the troops in Gaul so 

readily abandoned Gratian for Maximus.6 Maximus was also perhaps just as frustrated as 

many other generals with the succession of two children at the height of a military crisis.7 

Thus, there were likely multiple reasons for Maximus to rebel. Gratian’s lack of military 

victories, his youth, and his inability to balance the various parties competing for his 

attention proved fatal.8  

Maximus had to carefully manage a network of relationships in both Gaul and 

Britain in order to succeed. Successful usurpations require extensive planning and an 

ability to carefully balance competing interests while maintaining secrecy. Gratian may 

not have known about the rebellion immediately, giving Maximus an additional 

advantage.9 Maximus’ most important successes were gaining the support of the armies 

in Britain and Gaul, though, I add, not necessarily in Hispania, which had a relatively 

small military presence.10 Maximus also had the support of ‘Celts’ and ‘Britons’, at least 

according to Sozomen in his account of the invasion of Italy by Maximus in 387.11 As 

previously mentioned, Maximus may have been spending his time in Britain settling 

various Irish groups and incorporating them into the army.12 Count Theodosius, and thus 

Maximus, had crossed from Boulogne to Richborough in 367/8 and in 370, and Maximus 

likely took the same route again in 383.13 I argue that Maximus must have already had 

 
4 Compare to Matthews (1975): 35 on Valentinian I. 
5 Szidat (2015): 120. 
6 Zosimus 4.35.4-5. For similar, see Balil (1965): 112. Leppin (2003): 17-18 for the regionalisation of the 

army. For similar discussions, see Escribano Paño (1990): 252-253. 
7 For a similar argument, see Matthews (1975): 175. Jean-Rémy Palanque also argued that the army did not 

have much sympathy for the “feeble” Valentinian II either. Palanque (1929): 33. 
8 Eunapius argued that Gratian did not have the time or experience to correct these problems, which is a 

fair point. Eunapius Frag. 9.50. McLynn points out that contemporaries only lamented “squandered” 

talent, rather than any comments on his death. McLynn (1994): 155. 
9 He was fighting the Alamanni. Socrates HE 5.11; Eunapius Frag. 9.55. See also Baldus (1984): 175-176, 

including n 4 for an additional bibliography. 
10 See Szidat (2015): 125; Kelly (2015): 215 on the support for Maximus in the militaries in Britain and 

Hispania. See p 91 for the lack of military presence in Hispania. 
11 Sozomen HE 7.13. Recruitment from barbarian territories was possible for emperors in Gaul, and 

usurpers needed recruitment since they typically held less territory. Szidat (2015): 126. See Kulikowski 

(2020): 317 for Constantine I and Licinius hiring or recruiting Goths. 
12 See p 82-85. 
13 Ammianus 27.8.6; Eutropius 9.21. I would agree with Balil that the beginning of 383 considering the 

weather and the time it would take to prepare for landing in Gaul. Balil (1965): 112.  
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allies in and around Boulogne who assisted in the landing.14 This may have been the 

Count of the Saxon Shore if that position existed in 383. We have already seen that 

Maximus was familiar with the Moorish cavalry and was able to successfully negotiate 

their support in 383.15 These successes likely led to the support of the key figure 

Maximus needed: Merobaudes, then in his second consulship and serving as magister 

militum in Gaul.16 Merobaudes may have seen the writing on the wall and joined 

Maximus once he realised the extent of Maximus’ well-orchestrated support. It was 

Andragathias, however, who led much of the campaign and was the one to capture and 

execute Gratian in late August.17 Overall, the success of the rebellion rested on balancing 

competing interests of high-ranking officials, a duty Maximus had done before. 

Sulpicius’ later accusation that Maximus was manipulated by bishops in the Priscillianist 

trials is therefore highly implausible and probably reflects Sulpicius’ overall negative 

appraisal of Gallic bishops. We can also exclude the possibility that Maximus was 

overcome by his new duties or factionalism when it came to the Priscillianists.  

There is very little evidence for support of Maximus outside of Gaul and Britain 

before or during the rebellion. Maximus’ revolt may be behind Gratian’s rescript to 

Eusignius, Proconsul of Africa, that any imperial ‘secret mandate’ had to be proven with 

written documentation regardless of the rank the individual claimed to be.18 This is 

intriguing considering that Maximus had been to Africa before, and because the loyalty 

of Africa to Valentinian II after Maximus’ rebellion has been questioned by historians, 

which I will discuss more below. There is no evidence that anyone in Africa provided 

assistance to the rebellion in 383, however. I would also argue that there is no evidence 

Theodosius supported Maximus, in spite of any possible family connections, or I add, 

similarity of beliefs.19 No post-tetrarchic emperor acknowledged a usurper, and it was 

 
14 Compare with Baldus (1984): 175. I would suggest it is more likely that Maximus had this support on 

the continent prior to landing, at least in Boulogne, as it would be quite difficult for the army and navy in 

Britain to overwhelm the forces on the continent without any additional support, or any guarantee that the 

revolt could succeed without more widespread support. 
15 For similar arguments, see Matthews (1975): 173; Escribano Paño (1990): 258. 
16 Prosper 384; Casey (1979): 67; Szidat (2015): 125; McLynn (1994): 154. There have been attempts at 

understanding Merobaudes’ decision. Rodgers (1981): 100-105. See McLynn (1994): 84 for the executions 

in 375-376 and the ascendancy of Merobaudes. There is confusion as to when Merobaudes died. See Vetter 

(1960) of a possible tomb inscription. Vetter’s reconstruction is plausible, but the inscription is quite 

lacunose.  
17 There are multiple versions of how Gratian died. Zosimus 4.35.5; Sozomen HE 7.13; Prosper 384; 

Marcellinus Comes 383; Socrates HE 5.11. See Cameron (2007): 346-347. Why Maximus did not lead the 

majority of the campaign is unclear. He may have gone back to Britain or, more likely, stayed in Trier to 

protect access to its mint. See Matthews (1989): 196 for the importance of seizure of mints in Procopius’ 

revolt.  
18 CTh 1.3.1, dated 31 July from Verona. 
19 For similar arguments, see McLynn (1994): 163. For similarity of beliefs as a possible link for later 
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dangerous to do so, as Galerius’ acknowledgement of Constantine I demonstrated.20 

Further, Theodosius' inaction against Maximus until 388 can easily be explained by his 

preoccupation with other problems. Socrates stated that Theodosius was preparing to act 

against Maximus in 383 but was distracted by a Persian embassy, the Goths, and the birth 

of Honorius.21 There were also victories in unspecified ‘eastern nations’ and in Thrace.22 

As a number of scholars have already noted, Pacatus goes to great lengths to dismiss the 

allegations that Theodosius had played a role in the usurpation and that Maximus was 

related to the Theodosians.23 His excessive elaboration on Maximus' capture and his 

confessions of pretending to have had Theodosius’ support are likely attempts to refute 

what were common assumptions at the time and, I add, Maximus’ own likely assertions.24 

These were later rumours, likely based on the fact that Theodosius did not immediately 

act against Maximus. 

Maximus’ own claims of a close relationship with the Theodosians cannot be 

used to support the possibility that Theodosius had a hand in Maximus’ rebellion. 

Usurpers had emphasised their relationships with reigning emperors before, no matter 

how tenuous or fictitious. In his revolt against Valens, for example, Procopius advertised 

his relationship to the Constantinians.25 Constantine I claimed a relationship with 

Claudius Gothicus, which was entirely fictional.26 Maximus was more likely taking 

advantage of Theodosius' lack of action against him by presenting it as support, and his 

earlier proximity to the Theodosians could be used to this effect regardless of whether 

they were related.27 As Hagith Sivan has already stated, this alleged relationship to 

Theodosius was Maximus’ best claim of legitimacy, and several of Maximus’ known 

supporters, like Merobaudes, also had relationships to the Theodosians.28 We should be 

 
Theodosian support, see Escribano Paño (2019): 56. 
20 See p 42. 
21 Socrates HE 5.12; Marcellinus Comes 382, 383; Chron. pasch. 384; Cons. Const. 384; Prosper 384, 

Hydatius Chron. 384. For similar, see Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 75 p 475-476; Frakes (2011): 26; 

Errington (2006): 62-66, 68; McLynn (1994): 164; Escribano Paño (1990): 262; Baldus (1984): 178; 

Palanque (1965): 262-263. 
22 Marcellinus Comes 383-386. See Kelly (2015): 215. Errington also notes that the eastern army had not 

fully recovered from Adrianople, and, in any case, Valentinian II had no connection to the army that had 

just abandoned his half-brother. Errington (2006): 32. 
23 Pan. Lat. II(12).24.1, 31.1, 43.4. See Casey (1979): 67; Rodgers (1981): 98. 
24 See Pan. Lat. II(12).24.1-2, 31.1, 43.6. See Rodgers (1981): 98. Nixon and Rodgers suggest that there 

was “an embarrassingly close connection” between Maximus and the Theodosians. Nixon and Rodgers 

(1994): n 83 p 479. Escribano Paño (1990): 258 suggested a patronage relationship. See Kelly (2015): n 7 

for modern suspicions of Theodosian sympathy for Maximus.  
25 Lenski (2002): 98-100; Matthews (1989): 199. Ammianus 26.6.18. 
26 Leadbetter (1998): 74. 
27 See also Omissi (2018): 266-267; Balil (1965): 112; Matthews (1989): 9. 
28 Sivan (1996b): 209. Doubtless, Gallic support for Maximus gave him considerable advantage. Errington 
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careful, then, to differentiate between Maximus’ self-presentation and an actual familial 

relationship between Maximus and Theodosius. The last piece of evidence used to 

suggest that there was a familial relationship between Maximus and the Theodosians and 

possible Theodosian support for Maximus’ revolt, is that Theodosius gave Maximus’ 

mother an allowance and gave his daughters to a relative to raise after Maximus’ death in 

388.29 This is not relevant evidence for positing Theodosian support in 383. Theodosius 

would have gained nothing but ‘bad press’ if he executed Maximus’ mother and young 

daughters, and nothing is said of Maximus’ wife or his other relatives. There is no reason 

to suppose, then, that Maximus had any support whatsoever outside Gaul and Britain in 

383.30 Before he could try to gain this support, he had to consolidate his authority within 

his new territories. 

 

Self-Representation 

Maximus understood that he needed to appeal to the military first and foremost, 

and the first coinage issues suggest this awareness. Maximus used both the Restitutor and 

Victoria coinages early to indicate his support of the military.31 The early use of this type 

also indicates that Maximus was aware of his acute legitimacy problems from the start, 

and to whom he owed the most attention. These types are also traditional, and were used 

by Valentinian I as well.32 Maximus at some point, perhaps in 383, reopened the London 

mint.33 According to P.J. Casey, the first coinage Maximus struck was in Britain, likely 

donatives for soldiers.34 Maximus' solidi in Britain are highly localised in Corbridge, 

South Shields in the Cakeham Hoard, with additional silver in hoards at Springhead, 

Sleeve Prior, and one other, possibly from Yorkshire.35 The solidi at Corbridge suggest a 

military presence, which might refer to the Picti and Scotti campaigns recorded by the 

Gallic Chronicler of 452.36 The second issue was from Trier and followed the Resitutor 

type.37 Each emperor had an assigned siliqua reverse type.38 Gratian had allotted himself 

 
(2006): 33. 
29 Ambrose Ep. 74.32. 
30 For lack of evidence of any Theodosian support for the revolt, see also Matthews (1975): 176. 
31 Rodgers (1981): 98-99; Carson (1990): 196. 
32 Leppin (2007): 35. 
33 Carson (1990): 191, 250. 
34 Casey (1979): 68, pointing to RIC IX London 1, 4.  
35 Casey (1979): 75.  
36 Casey (1979): 75. 
37 Casey (1979): 68, pointing to RIC IX Trier 77. See Appendix D for images. 
38 Guest (2005): 43. 
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the Virtus Romanorum type. 39 Maximus took over this type as well, as seen in Figure 1.40  

Maximus used a variety of methods and media to advertise his legitimacy to 

internal and external audiences, relying heavily on military valour, continuity, and piety. 

Bronze coinage was the most commonly used coinage, and therefore provided unique 

opportunities to widely promote these qualities.41 As we can see in Figure 2, Maximus 

gazed upwards and wore the pearl diadem, as had all emperors since Constantine I.42 On 

its reverse, the emperor held a Victory in one hand and the globe and standard on the 

other. It is clear Maximus wished to conceal the violence of his ascent to power while 

still claiming that power as legitimate. This issue of legitimacy and the extensive coinage 

for donatives likely ties to Alberto Balil’s observation that, based on the specific 

derogatory language Pacatus later used, Maximus was certainly not weak.43 I would 

suggest a clarification on this argument: Maximus purposely and publicly avoided the 

behaviours that had gotten Gratian into trouble with the military. I would suggest a 

connection between Maximus’ presentation of himself as strong and Balil’s own 

observation that Theodosius was aware of the necessity of hiding bad health by strategic 

bouts of activity and, perhaps, excessive severity.44 As with Valentinian I and Valens, 

neither Maximus nor Theodosius had ties to the previous dynasty and thus emphasised 

other post-tetrarchic characteristics. Valentinian I, Valens, and Theodosius also used law 

to emphasise ability to enforce law and order. Maximus likely also emphasised military 

strength and legal output for similar reasons. Maximus ultimately used the Priscillianists 

as a way of demonstrating the latter characteristic.   

Other coin issues elaborated on the reason for, and purpose of, the revolt, namely 

the restitution of order and the implied prosperity that went with it. The AE 3 used the 

inscription Reparatio Reipublica on the reverse, with the emperor raising a kneeling 

woman while he holds a Victory on a globe in his other hand. Maximus was attempting 

to argue through coinage that his ascent to power would bring about a restoration of 

universal prosperity, hinted at by the kneeling woman, the Victory, and the globe. This 

and the use of rei publica were traditional and were reassurances that he would not be a 

 
39 Guest (2005): 53. He gave Valentinian II Victoria Auggg and Theodosius the Concordia Auggg type. 

The Virtus Romanorum type replaced the early Urbs Roma type starting in 378, possibly as part of the 

wider programme of asserting Gratian’s new authority. Guest (2005): 43. 
40 Figure 1: ANS 1970.156.156. RIC IX Trier 84b. For other good examples, see ANS 1944.100.25330, 

ANS 1944.100.25331-5.  
41 See also Baldus (1984): 178. 
42 ANS 1944.100.25360. RIC IX Lyons 33. 
43 Balil (1965): 112. 
44 Balil (1965): 112. 
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tyrant. These were good advertisements and were wise choices. His attempts at building 

relationships with his co-rulers, however, were not as successful. 

   

Imperial Collegiate Relations 

It is the lack of recognition from other rulers that could, and would, be fatal to 

Maximus. Legitimacy for the ruler in Gaul depended heavily on recognition from 

imperial colleagues.45 As John Kent pointed out, there must have been a period between 

Gratian’s death and any acceptance of Maximus since there are issues of the Concordia 

type that only list three emperors.46 It is necessary, then, to see whether Maximus actually 

gained any recognition at the initial embassies in 383, and how this may have affected his 

decision to answer Ithacius’ petition in 384.  

The demands made at the embassy to Milan were not well-planned but did gain 

superficial recognition. Balil suggested a September 383 date for the first embassies, 

though I would agree with Domenico Vera that it was more likely in winter 383/4, with 

the embassies forming and leaving in September or October.47 Gratian died at the end of 

August, it would take considerable time to stabilise the situation, organise an embassy 

with clear objectives, and travel to Milan. Maximus’ primary demands were recognition 

and that Justina and Valentinian II go to Trier.48 This latter demand was not refused 

outright but was met with diplomatically-phrased stalling: a woman and child obviously 

could not be sent through the Alps in winter.49 Maximus had killed Gratian, Valentinian 

II’s half-brother, only a month or so before and was evidently holding Gratian’s body 

hostage, so the demand was never going to be met.50 María Victoria Escribano Paño has 

also pointed out that Maximus’ efforts to bring Valentinian II to Trier was a diplomatic 

effort to gain the support of the Roman Senate, the government in Milan, and the 

resources in Italy.51 This is undoubtedly true. Maximus needed control of Valentinian II’s 

 
45 Szidat (2015): 119. He refers here to dioecesis Galliarum and Viennensis (120). 
46 Kent (1993): 80-81. Valentinian II, Theodosius, and Arcadius. See also Chadwick (1976): 113.  
47 Balil (1965): 114; Vera (1975): 285. 
48 Ambrose Ep. 30 [24].7. 
49 Ambrose Ep. 30 [24].7. I doubt seriously that Ambrose was the only participant in the embassies to try 

and stall Maximus and any invasion preparations he may have been making, contra Palanque (1929): 34. 
50 Ambrose Ep. 30 [24].9-10. Palanque does make a reasonable suggestion that there may have been 

promises of some kind made in 383 to send Valentinian II to Trier, and that Maximus may have thought 

Valentinian II would be brought to Trier in 384. Palanque (1929): 34-35. However, this depends heavily on 

Ambrose who never wrote about the first embassy except in his account of his second. Based on 

subsequent actions, including the attacks by Bauto, there were never any serious promises to send 

Valentinian II to Trier. At most, there were only delays of another embassy to discuss these issues.   
51 Escribano Paño (2019): 53. I have come to this conclusion separately, and I will discuss further evidence 

in the next chapter that Rome and Milan moved further away from Maximus as time went on. 
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territories and the recognition. However, demanding the child-emperor go to Trier ‘as a 

son to a father’ undoubtedly rang hollow after the murder of Gratian and the refusal to 

send his body to Milan for burial.52 The emphasis on control made sense and worked in 

the Priscillianist trials, as I will argue, but it failed tremendously on a wider stage where 

subtlety was required. In this, Theodosius’ approach to building a relationship with 

Valentinian II was far more effective.  

The overall message to the first embassy to Milan was that Maximus was a 

continuation of Valentinian I, but this message was undermined by the inherently violent 

process of usurpation. Balil also pointed out that Maximus may have tried to claim that 

he was defending the Valentinian dynasty against the illegal elevation of Arcadius in 383 

by Theodosius.53 This is unlikely since news of the elevation of Arcadius would have 

likely reached Maximus after the rebellion had started. McLynn suggested that 

requesting Valentinian II come to Trier ‘as a son to his father’ would support Maximus’ 

claim of upholding the Valentinian dynasty, excluding, of course, Gratian.54 This is 

certainly a possibility, and is indeed likely. However, as with Priscillian’s refusal to 

acknowledge the accusations of sexual immorality, Maximus’ refusal to openly 

acknowledge the obvious fact that he had killed Gratian or to apologise for this or even to 

return Gratian’s body when requested tainted any other overture attempts. This message 

would have worked with the army in Gaul, which did not like Gratian, but it was not 

likely to work the way Maximus tried to frame the issue in the embassy to Milan. 

Further, threats, explicit and implicit, to a child could send bad messages to a public 

audience; there were multiple advisors surrounding Valentinian II; and the court at Milan 

and the Senate at Rome were separate entities, with varying motives. Maximus was going 

to have difficulty appealing to large audiences in Italy immediately. Palanque suggested 

that Maximus never seriously threatened Valentinian II, but wished to be seen as a 

legitimate emperor ruling the west from the Rhine as Valentinian I had, he did not want 

to be seen as a conqueror.55 I agree with this suggestion, but I add and emphasise that the 

violence inherent to usurpation was not likely to make this a reality, and Maximus’ 

unwillingness to alter his messaging—or its contradiction between diplomacy and an 

underlying threat of violence. 

In his letter to Valentinian II, written around 386, Maximus first promoted his 

 
52 No other demands seem to have been made. Palanque (1929): 34. 
53 Balil (1965): 113. 
54 McLynn (1994): 158. See Palanque (1929): 35-36 for Maximus as a continuator of Valentinian I. 
55 Palanque (1929): 35. 
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superior experience and a paternal relationship to Valentinian II, but then belittled 

Valentinian II and made vague threats. The letter is complicated and abstruse, verging on 

purposely obtuse: Maximus moral duty or duty to God was so great that he thought it 

best to use violence against His enemies; and he was now concerned with Valentinian II 

and wished him to weight things carefully with solicitous judgment.56 I argue now that 

Maximus’ understanding of having a moral duty to God to remove those Maximus’ 

perceived to be enemies of God is not specific to more exclusivist forms of Christianity. 

It existed under the First Tetrarchy, which, in turn, was based in part on common ideas. 

In terms of Maximus’ attempts at relationship-building, this approach was likely not 

going to work: the immediate juxtaposition between Maximus’ declaration of piety and 

his concern for Valentinian II is hardly subtle. 

Maximus purposely emphasised Valentinian II’s youth, highlighting his inability 

to rule, and, importantly, his inability to form good church policy. The most obvious way 

he does this is through titles such as iuventutus tuus and perennitas tuus. The letter is 

quite lengthy but Maximus only uses these forms of address twice, so the decision to use 

them and following them with references to introspecta ratione, numinis summi, 

maiestatis, considerata potentia were all deliberate attempts to cast doubt on Valentinian 

II’s mental capacity. Derogatory language to describe mental capacity was not unusual, 

though it is softened here by using Valentinian II’s titles. In the first use of these titles, 

Maximus emphasised his great concern for Valentinian II’s welfare.57 In the second, he 

advised Valentinian II on the proper way he should act in religious affairs.58 Both were 

subtle digs at Valentinian II’s youth, perilous position, and his doubtful competency 

when it came to church affairs. Expressing concerns about the pietas of a co-ruler was 

not unusual either. Maximus’ religious views were sufficiently promoted that they were 

known to multiple sources.59 I will come back to what the letter says about the 

Priscillianists in the final chapters, but what matters here is that Maximus’ emphasis on 

church unity has parallels as far back as Constantine I and Licinius, and the threats 

 
56 Coll. Avell. 39.2. Sed quoniam serenitati nostrae et in deum religio maior quam <ut eum> uiolari et ab 

inimicisimo quoque optabile nobis arbitremur, et circa serenissimam iuuentutem tuam tam arta nostri cura, 

tam sedula est, ut recte facta magis nos sua quam errata delectent: idcirco perennitatem tuam credidimus 

commonendam, ut introspecta ratione numinis summi et maiestatis ipsius considerata potentia, quid agree 

debeas, sollicita mente perpendas. 
57 circa serenissimam iuuentutem tuam tam arta nostri cura, tam sedula est… 
58 idcirco perennitatem tuam credidimus commonendam, ut introspecta ratione numinis summi et 

maiestatis ipsius considerata potentia, quid agree debeas, sollicita mente perpendas. 
59 Ambrose Ep. 30[24].3; Sulpicius VMart. 20.3; Coll. Avell. 40. For Ambrose’s claims against Maximus 

and Valentinian II’s ‘divine right’ see Proulx (2010): 84 and n 60 p 93. 
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underlying his accusations about church disunity have equivalents as far as the 

Constantinian sons. Every emperor post-Constantine I highlighted church unity—the 

aggression and use of the problems in Milan do not necessarily reflect how Maximus 

would have handled heresy or the Priscillianists. Maximus’ accusations of church 

disunity show that he was aware of imperial dialogues and how to use them by 386, and 

that he was able to use this accusation in conjunction with the greatest weakness of the 

court at Milan: Valentinian II’s age.  

Maximus had also belittled Valentinian II in coinage. The reverse of Figure 3 

shows only two emperors, both in the image and in the inscription.60 The other emperor 

is most likely Theodosius. If it were Maximus’ son Victor, the second figure would be 

smaller, as Theodosius depicted his sons and even Valentinian II.61 Maximus sent three 

problematic messages with this issue and with the letter: Valentinian II was not really an 

emperor yet; Theodosius was the only other legitimate emperor; and Theodosius and 

Maximus were in communion. Maximus, no matter what he claimed in writing to 

Valentinian II, could not overcome the fact that his own coinage erased Valentinian II 

and that his initial demands demonstrated cross purposes. Allegedly keeping Gratian’s 

body may have given him some strategic ground, but I would argue that it came at the 

tremendous expense of public appearances.62 It was a strategic decision that made sense 

for a military general, less so for a diplomat. McLynn has argued that a combination of 

groups that were holding up Valentinian II, primarily to preserve their own hold on 

government.63 Dismissing Valentinian II was to dismiss—or, at least, concern—all of 

these other parties. These strategies no doubt contributed to Milan gravitating towards 

Constantinople over the next few years. 

A secondary issue with the embassies between Milan and Trier was that neither 

had a fully functioning court in place. According to Socrates, presumably referring to the 

first embassy in 383, Valentinian II and Justina had acknowledged Maximus purely out 

of the necessity of the moment.64 John Kent argued that Valentinian II took until about 

 
60 ANS 1944.100.25329. RIC IX Trier 77b. 
61 Casey (1979): 68.  
62 For similar arguments, see Escribano Paño (2019): 56-57. See 56-66 for an in-depth analysis of the 

allusions to the Basilica Crisis in the letter, which are outside the scope of this study. See also McLynn 

(1994): 158 for the possession of the army and Gratian’s body as benefits for Maximus. 
63 McLynn (1994): 159-160, 165-70. The continued existence of the Milanese court was a security problem 

for Maximus since, as McLynn adds, it was a reminder of the illegitimacy and violence of his own reign. 

McLynn (1994): 164.  
64 Socrates HE 5.11. 
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March 384 to finish installing a court completely independent of Trier.65 It is likely that it 

took Maximus roughly the same amount of time. Even if Maximus kept some officials in 

place, time would still need to be allowed for deciding which officials to keep and which 

to remove. The clashes between Maximus and loyalists to Gratian, which I will discuss in 

the coming chapter, indicate that this was a difficult process. As with the Constantian 

trials and the magic trials, accusations and innuendo would have run rife. Both 

Valentinian II and Maximus faced the problem of not having full administrative 

mechanisms in place to accommodate what the embassies were meant to do. There were 

additional problems with delaying tactics by Ambrose, if not also by Victor.66 We must 

keep in mind, therefore, that Maximus’ conduct during the Priscillianist trials reflects an 

emperor still waiting for the public recognition he was promised, not an emperor who 

was sitting comfortably in the imperial college. The show of strength at Maximus’ initial 

embassy to Milan was just that: a show.  

Surviving evidence suggests that Maximus tried to portray himself as 

Theodosius’ equal at the embassy to Constantinople, but he was uncertain of his 

reception. As noted above, Maximus made claims that he and Theodosius were the two 

legitimate emperors. While this might have seemed like well-placed flattery, Theodosius 

would have to publicly agree for this tactic to work and there were never any grounds for 

Maximus to make such an assumption with a high degree of confidence. Maximus may 

have assumed or hoped that his relationship to Count Theodosius and Valentinian II’s 

obvious youth would work in his favour. The first was not a guarantee, and the second 

was wishful thinking, especially since claiming to defend the Valentinians would also 

work in Theodosius’ favour.67 The ambassador to Constantinople was an elderly man 

Maximus had known his whole life.68 Maximus was confident in his loyalty. Maximus 

may have hoped that ambassador’s age would garner respect, and that the long-standing 

close relationship between Maximus and his ambassador would be a persuadable 

overture that Theodosius would reciprocate. If there was a family connection between 

Maximus and the Theodosians, the ambassador may have been personally known to 

Theodosius as well. This may have been a way Maximus tried to use his connections to 

 
65 Kent (1993): 81. There is little evidence from Valentinian II between 375 and 383. McEvoy (2013): 61-

62. For the minimal division between Gratian and Valentinian II, see Errington (1996): 441-442; McEvoy 

(2013): 61-66; McLynn (1994): 85, 158-159; Palanque (1965): 256. 
66 McLynn (1994): 160-163.  
67 For a similar argument, see McLynn (1994): 163; Vera (1975): 289-290. 
68 Zosimus 4.37.1-3. PLRE I Anonymous 30. Ambassadors could be anyone with experience, eloquence, 

and trust of the emperor. Harries (1998): 155. Maximus likely chose his ambassador for the last reason. 
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the Theodosians to his own advantage. It was a sensible attempt but, again, it relied 

heavily on Theodosius publicly supporting a usurpation, which was unlikely. 

Theodosius’ recognition of Maximus in 383 was likely superficial and 

provisional. The majority scholarly opinion is that Theodosius recognised Maximus at 

some stage, but there is little consensus as to when or to what degree.69 I would argue that 

this ambiguity likely existed at the time as well.70 Socrates and Sozomen stated that 

Theodosius neither rejected nor accepted Maximus’ embassy.71 More specifically, 

Socrates wrote that Theodosius made no public pronouncements on Maximus.72 Zosimus, 

on the other hand, stated that Theodosius accepted the embassy.73 These are not mutually 

exclusive statements. Theodosius may have allowed the ambassadors in, giving the 

impression he accepted the embassy, but then made no public statement, as Sozomen and 

Socrates state. This would correspond to Eunapius’ depiction of Theodosius and the 

usurper Eugenius. According to that account, Theodosius made Eugenius’ ambassadors 

vague promises of friendship so that he could attack them while they were unprepared.74 

Theodosius may have tried this with Eugenius in 392 because he had tried it before with 

Maximus in 383. Given Theodosius’ own problems, he could not refuse Maximus 

outright either. There were also multiple embassies, but each of these authors speak of 

only one, so it is possible that they are all referring to different embassies. We should not 

assume, then, that Maximus had any recognition from Theodosius when he first learned 

of the Priscillianists, and we should not overlook the importance of this recognition to the 

stability of Maximus’ rule. 

 Coinage also demonstrates that Maximus never gained any undeniable, widely 

publicised recognition, from either Theodosius or Valentinian II. While the Persians had 

sent embassies to Rome in 387 and 389, there do not seem to have been any sent to 

Maximus.75 Either Maximus’ siliquae never reached outside his territory or Theodosius 

was able to remove all of his coinage from circulation after 388.76 The former is more 

 
69 To name a few: Sordi (1982): 52; Escribano Paño (1990): 260; Rodgers (1981): 103; Fahy (1966): 372; 

Lunn-Rockliffe (2010): 321. Mayer (2006): 150 stated Theodosius had recognised Maximus from 383-388. 

McLynn suggested that the original negotiations may have resulted in Maximus giving up his demand for 

Valentinian II in exchange for getting formal recognition from Theodosius. McLynn (1994): 164.  
70 For similar, see Escribano Paño (1990): 261-262. 
71 Socrates HE 5.12; Sozomen HE 7.14.  
72 Socrates HE 5.12. Constantius II seems to have also delayed making public declarations against 

Magnentius in 350. Omissi (2018): 166-167. See 166-169 for a full treatment. 
73 Zosimus 4.37.1-3.  
74 Eunapius Frag. 9.60.1. Prosper 395 and Socrates HE 5.25 do not have this detail. 
75 This would be the embassy of the new ruler, Shapur III. Claudian Pan. de sex. Hon. Aug. 69-70; Pan. 

Lat. II(12).22.5; Cons. Const. 384; Socrates HE 5.12.2; Marcellinus Comes 384. 
76 Guest (2005): 48; Lunn-Rockliffe (2010): 321. 
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likely than the later. Hoards with significant quantities of Maximus’ coinage have been 

found in Italy but none, so far as I know, in Theodosius’ territories; further, many of 

those in Italy may date to 387-8, after Maximus had invaded Italy.77 Theodosius did not 

strike any coins for Maximus aside from a few extremely rare examples.78 Valentinian 

II’s Victoria type never seems to have been issued to the same degree as Gratian’s and 

Theodosius’ types and his type is not found in combination with reverses issued for other 

emperors.79 Valentinian II was left out altogether from the Concordia Augg types and 

Valentinian II never recognised Maximus on coinage.80 At some point before 387, 

Maximus stopped coining Theodosius’ Concordia siliquae; most examples in the Hoxne 

Treasure date between 379 and 383, suggesting Maximus realised quickly that these 

diplomacy attempts were not working.81 The Virtus Romanorum type was struck for 

Theodosius during the first year or so of Maximus’ reign before relations deteriorated, or, 

at least, not improved.82 The initial embassies in late 383, early 384 were likely very 

clearly provisional acceptance, given only because Valentinian II and Theodosius lacked 

the ability to deal militarily with Maximus.83 In other words, by the Synod of Bordeaux, 

Maximus was already aware of the precarious position he was in, and that there was a 

serious possibility he would not receive recognition from either emperor. 

Prior to the Synod of Bordeaux, Maximus was not at all secure from within 

either. Wealthy elites, whose cooperation and support Maximus needed, could pose a 

serious problem. As Joop van Waarden pointed out, Euchrotia and Procula were both a 

“vulnerable asset in terms of public relations”; Euchrotia’s husband, Delphidius, was a 

friend of Ausonius, who, of course, had correspondence with other social elites 

elsewhere, including Rome.84 Maximus needed to resolve the Priscillianist controversy 

 
77 CHRE Sidi-Bou-Said Hoard (one solidus); ‘En Nashut II (one nummus from the Roman mint, and thus 

dated to 387-388); Ljubljana (one solidus); Tipasa-Amphitheater (one nummus); Most Na Soči 1979 2 (one 

nummus); Alte Ceccato (38 AE brass or copper; at least 20 of which were minted in Italy and so dated to 

387-8).  
78 Guest (2005): 63; Casey (1979): 70. See also Kent (1993): 81-82; Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 104 p 

490-491. 
79 Guest (2005): 59. 
80 Chadwick (1976): 117; Escribano Paño (1990): 262, who adds that Maximus did not have Valentinian I 

on his coinage either. I disagree slightly with Escribano Paño that any foedus existed in 384. The tacit 

agreement to allow Maximus to continue to rule in 383 was a reflection of the inability of either Milan or 

Constantinople to act against Maximus, not that the recognised him as legitimate in the proper sense. The 

only foedus known between Maximus and either emperor did not occur until later.  
81 Guest (2005): 64.  
82 Guest (2005): 66-67. 
83 For a similar argument, see Vera (1975): 287; Palanque (1965): 257. 
84 van Waarden (2014): 135. Ausonius, his son, son-in-law, and nephew all held prominent positions in 

Gratian’s administration. Aull (2017): 133-4. Ausonius was also friends with Symmachus and Probus. Aull 

(2017): 133. 
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and to neutralise or pacify the wealthy elites involved. The Synod of Bordeaux met to try 

and resolve the conflict, but Maximus seems to have been unaware of the complexity of 

the problem.85 The next chapter will demonstrate that we have likely misunderstood the 

relationship between Maximus and the Synod, as well as the purpose of the Synod itself.

 
85 Errington has similarly argued that the complexity of the ecclesiastical problems in the east had not been 

immediately clear to Theodosius either. Errington (1997): 24. 
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9. The Synod of Bordeaux (384) in 

Context  
I argue the Synod took place between embassies and was thus influenced by 

Maximus’ legitimacy issues. To my knowledge, scholars have not discussed the Synod of 

Bordeaux in context of Maximus’ external problems, such as the lacklustre embassies or 

his military problems. I will first discuss Maximus’ problems in the later embassies. I 

will then discuss how Maximus’ usurpation caused problems for Valentinian II and 

Theodosius, which may have impacted their willingness to recognise Maximus. Finally, 

Maximus’ internal problems indicate that he may not have been in Trier when Ithacius’ 

petitions were answered, and he was likely preoccupied with these external and internal 

problems when the Synod met. While little is known about the Synod Bordeaux itself, we 

can make conclusions about how and why the trials started based on these other 

problems, subsequent events, and the previous actions of Priscillian.   

 

The Later Embassies 

Milan and Constantinople did not present an open refusal or acceptance of 

Maximus until 385 at the earliest, meaning the Priscillianist trials likely started before 

Maximus had any open acceptance by his co-rulers. Evidence suggests that there were no 

major decisions made in 384 despite a law that appears to place Theodosius in Verona. 

Some scholars have proposed an agreement of some kind in 384 that may have allowed 

Maximus to continue to rule Gaul, Britain, and Hispania.1 However, I agree with Kent 

and others that caution is necessary when suggesting any meeting in 384. There is no 

other written source stating Theodosius was in Verona in 384, and, as Kent argued, it 

would be extremely difficult for Theodosius and his whole staff to make such a trip 

before returning east to deal with multiple documented problems.2 P.J. Casey argued 

Theodosius gave full recognition of Maximus by 385 at the latest.3 This is optimistic and 

unlikely given the lack of recognition in any form at this stage. Sophie Lunn-Rockliffe 

 
1 Lafaurie (1992): 132-133; Errington (2006): 202; Escribano Paño (1990): 262; Escribano Paño (2019): 

54-55. See also see Birley (1981): 352; Rodgers (1981): n 59-60; Matthews (1975): 176-179 for either 384 

or 386. 
2 Kent (1993): 81, noting CTh 12.1.107, dated 31 August 384. Kent also notes that Theodosius was in 

Verona on the same date as CTh 12.1.107 but in 390. Others have expressed doubts about CTh 12.1.107 

and a meeting between the emperors in 384: Vera (1975); Sordi (1982): 54-55. For those arguing for the 

meeting in Verona, see Balil (1965): 116; Palanque (1965): 258. 
3 Casey (1979): 70. 
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has also pointed out that Theodosius did not recognise the consulship of Maximus in 384 

or 385.4 Hans Roland Baldus has also persuasively suggested that early coinage in 383 

from Theodosius alludes to military action against Maximus.5 This would correspond to 

the gap in coinage where only three emperors were noted. I add that Bauto, magister 

militum of Valentinian II, was one of the consuls for 385, meaning this was agreed upon 

in 384.6 Maximus had accused Bauto of attacking him early in his reign.7 The court of 

Milan had also been busy fortifying the Alpine passes, hardly an indicator of a future 

relationship.8 It is more probable that Maximus answered the petitions about the 

Priscillianists and dealt with other problems in 384 with the understanding that, for now, 

he would not be attacked further by either Valentinian II or Theodosius.9  

The only indisputable evidence that Maximus was ever recognised by either of 

his co-rulers was the acceptance of Evodius, Maximus’ choice for consul and the 

Praetorian Prefect during the Priscillianist trials, as consul for 386, meaning this was 

agreed upon in 385.10 That same year, Theodosius struck a solidus with Concordia 

Augggg, and Jean Lafaurie argued that this meant he included Maximus alongside 

himself, Valentinian II, and Arcadius.11 Lafaurie also made the fascinating connection 

between the possibility of an agreement in 384 or 386, Theodosius’ quinquennalia, and 

attempts by both Theodosius and Maximus to introduce the tremissus, a lower 

denomination gold or silver coin into circulation.12 However, this all likely happened in 

385 or 386. Lunn-Rockcliffe has noted that there is no definite written or archaeological 

evidence of images of Maximus mutilated, destroyed, torn down, or repurposed.13 This 

would suggest that, as with Theodosius’ coinage, there were very few imperially-

sponsored displays of support for Maximus at any stage. Maximus’ reign was ultimately 

 
4 Lunn-Rockliffe (2010): 321. See also Errington (2006): 33. 
5 Baldus (1984): 182-191. 
6 PLRE I Flavius Bauto. 
7 Ambrose Ep. 30 [24].4. Balil argued Bauto’s attacks may have been called off according to the proposed 

384 Verona pact. Balil (1965): n 45 p 126. See also, see McLynn (1994): n27 p 165. 
8 See Balil (1965): 114-115 
9 For similar, see Errington (2006): 33-34; Sordi (1982): 56-57. 
10 Casey (1979): 70. Matthews argued for 386. Matthews (1971: 1077. Some scholars have argued that 

Theodosius never fully recognised Maximus. See Carson (1990): 190. The situation in 385 may have been 

complicated. I add here that Valentinian II must have accepted Evodius as well. Whether there was a joint 

decision between Milan and Constantinople to accept Evodius is irrecoverable, and may, in part, depend on 

who was perceived to have seniority. In this unusual circumstance, however, the age of Valentinian II and 

his increasingly difficult position would hardly have allowed him, in practice, to act as senior Augustus, 

with all the privileges that would have gone with that role. See also Palanque (1944): 280-383, 285. 
11 Lafaurie (1992): 132-133. This may have also been when Victor was made Caesar. See Lafaurie (1992) 

for a possible coin of Victor Caesar. 
12 Lafaurie (1992): 134.  
13 Lunn-Rockcliffe (2010): 323. See also Rodgers (1981): 104; Kelly (2015): 215. 
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a “’cold war’”, aside from the very brief recognition afforded by the acceptance of 

Evodius in 385, which would have been publicised in 386.14 

During 384, then, Maximus was primarily concerned with proving his legitimacy 

and effectiveness as a ruler for internal and external audiences, while hoping for 

recognition from either of his co-rulers and the cessation of any further attacks.15 He was 

possibly already using Theodosius’ inaction as a symbol of tacit support. This was 

dangerous because Theodosius could, at any time, openly contradict him. This is the 

context within Maximus’ territories for the Synod of Bordeaux. Maximus’ usurpation 

caused him problems with his co-rulers as well. We can see the consequences of this new 

instability and distrust manifested in much the same way as it had under Constans and 

Constantius II: all three emperors attempted to curtail dissent, disruption, and deviancy, 

and this includes the Priscillianist trials. 

 

(Re-) Enforcement of Authority  

We can determine from Maximus’ known appointees that he was aware of the 

dangers of alienating prominent figures under Gratian and rewarded those who accepted 

him while treating proven threats to his reign seriously. Re-enforcing authority, as we 

saw with previous emperors after usurpations or civil wars, required quickly removing 

potential threats and, typically, appointing supporters and relatives. Maximus’ behaviour 

was not unique. His uncle and brother were both named comes, though their exact 

positions are unknown.16 Maximus elevated his young son Victor to Augustus, likely in 

384.17 Maximus appointed a Lupicinus as the consularis Maximae Senoniae, a new 

province in Gaul. Lupicinus possibly held a position under Gratian, so Maximus 

rewarded his acceptance of the new order with the administration of a new province 

named after the new emperor.18 Quintinus and the experienced general Nannienus were 

trusted enough that they were put in charge of protecting Victor when Maximus left for 

 
14 Matthews (1975): 178-179. For similar, see Matthews (1989): 9; Matthews (1993): 38; Baldus (1984): 

176. 
15 For similar arguments, see Balil (1965): 115-116; Matthews (1975): 177. 
16 PLRE I Anonymous 36; PLRE I Marcellinus 12. There is also Maximus’ praepositus cubicula. PLRE I 

Anonymous 31.  
17 PLRE I Flavius Victor 14.  
18 If Lupicinus consularis is the same as Lupicinus ex praesidibus, then Maximus possible chose a native of 

Raetia Secunda and a former governor to head the new province, again suggesting he favoured experienced 

administrators. PLRE Lupicinus 4 and Claudius Licinus 5. Theodosius had also promoted relatives and 

kept several surviving generals after Adrianople. Leppin (2003): 56. 
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Italy in 387, so they likely supported Maximus early.19 Nannienus had served as the 

comes rei militaris in Gaul in 370, and therefore knew Maximus while Maximus was 

serving there with Count Theodosius between 370 and 372.20 Maximus may have also 

brought Charietto and Sirus into his administration early, although there is no way to 

know this.21 Finally, Evodius was Praetorian Prefect of Gaul, at least in 385-6.22 His 

position prior to 385 is unknown, but given his high rank in 385, it seems likely that he 

was also known to Maximus for a considerable amount of time. Competition for these 

posts would have been fierce. Three Theodosian laws after 388 refer to imperial 

condemnations of honours, laws, and decisions given by Maximus.23 I will come back to 

this competitiveness and how it may have played a role in the trials in the final chapters. 

In sum, Maximus’ approach to incorporating new people into his administration seems to 

have been considered case by case depending on individual merit, especially military 

merit, and loyalty. This approach does resemble the preference for professionalism under 

Valentinian I.24 

Not all members of Gratian’s administration accepted Maximus, causing serious 

public relations issues. Vallio may have been Gratian’s magister equitum but he was 

killed.25 Vallio was killed either during the revolt in 383 or during the Priscillianist trials, 

a possibility I will return to in the final chapters. Leucadius, possibly praeses somewhere 

in Britain, and the comes Narses, who may have been in Gaul or on the Rhine, both 

incurred Maximus’ wrath when they refused to acknowledge him and had to be protected 

by Martin of Tours in 385 or 386.26 The fact that both Narses and Leucadius lived until at 

least this time suggests that, despite their hostility, Maximus was not willing to harm 

them until they started to cause very serious problems. It makes little sense, then, to 

suggest the verdicts against the Priscillianists were the result of violent exclusivism. 

Maximus’ appointees and the few officials actually targeted suggest that Maximus was 

occupied with appointing new people but was not overwhelmed by the process. The 

 
19 PLRE I Nannienus, listed as Maximus’ magister militum in 387-8. PLRE I Quintinus, magister militum 

in 388. Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 137 p 505-6. 
20 See p 66. 
21 PLRE I Charietto 2 and Sirus. The PLRE suggests one of them may have been the magister militum in 

Gaul. Gregory of Tours states that they were placed at the Rhine, but it is unclear when. Gregory of Tours 

HF 2.9. 
22 PLRE I Flavius Evodius 2. There is no information about him aside from his role in the Priscillianist 

controversy and his consulship in 386. 
23 CTh 15.14.6-8 (388, 388, 389, respectively). 
24 See p 63. 
25 Rodgers (1981): n 40; PLRE I Vallio. 
26 Sulpicius Dial. PL 20: 218b-c; 3.11.8. See Birley (1981): 330-331, 340-341. I will come back to Narses 

and Leucadius in the final chapters.  
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administrators of Gratian, in turn, do not seem to have offered up much resistance.27  

 Maximus’ usurpation, however, caused noticeable and predictable spikes in 

legislation re-enforcing imperial authority and targeting treason, sorcery, and sexual 

immorality in Milan and Constantinople. We saw this repeatedly in Chapters 1 through 4. 

It was crucial for Valentinian II and Justina to reinforce their authority and, if possible, to 

make examples out of accused deviants, including any behaviour that appeared to support 

the usurper. Laws like CTh 1.6.9 made a concerted effort to enforce a chain of command 

in an environment that was unstable: There ought to be no debate on an emperor’s 

decisions for it was sacrilege to doubt their judgement on individual worth.28 The purpose 

of the law was to demonstrate Valentinian II’s control by emphasising the quasi-divinity 

of the imperial persona in a time when his position was precarious.29 Valentinian II also 

focused on treason, sorcery, and sexual immorality. As past chapters showed, these 

actions were typical in tense periods. Crimes exempted from imperial pardon under 

Valentinian II were treason, murder, sorcery, magic, seduction, adultery, sacrilege, 

violation of tombs, rape, and counterfeiting. All of these crimes were described as acting 

against the imperial majesty, also common.30 Escribano Paño described the law as the 

new hierarchy of crimes.31 However, as I have showed, treason, sorcery, and sexual 

immorality were ‘hot button’ topics in imperial rhetoric from the First Tetrarchy 

onwards. A similar list had already been issued in 381 by Gratian.32 Valentinian II 

essentially reissued his version a year later in 385, this time to the Praetorian Prefect 

rather than the vicarius.33 Imperial concerns with treason, sorcery, and sexual immorality 

were actively circulating during the Synod of Bordeaux and during the Priscillianist 

trials. Manichaeanism, associated with all three criminal categories, had also re-entered 

imperial rhetoric in Theodosius’ territories. All four categories appear in the Priscillianist 

controversy. Taken in this wider context, the Priscillianist trials were not only typical 

imperial responses to usurpations, there is evidence that both Milan and Constantinople 

were also independently concerned with these exact behaviours, and were issuing ever-

 
27 Others have pointed out that no other former member of Gratian’s administration seems to have caused 

problems aside from Leucadius and Narses. Matthews (1975): 174; Escribano Paño (1990): 259. 
28 CTh 1.6.9. 28 December 384 or 27 April 385, addressed to Symmachus, City Prefect. Disputari de 

principali iudicio non oportet: sacrilegii enim instar est dubitare, an is dignus sit, quem elegerit 

imperator... 
29 See also McEvoy (2013): 116. See Matthews (1975): 203-210 on the problems between Symmachus, 

Ambrose, and the government in Milan, including the continuation of the Altar of Victory debate. 
30 CTh 9.38.7. Dated 22 March 384. 
31 Escribano Paño (2010): 123. 
32 CTh 9.38.6. Dated 21 July 381. 
33 CTh 9.38.8. Dated 25 February 385.  
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more strongly worded reminders of the gravity of these crimes. 

Instability and confusion also spread to the provinces, causing Milan additional 

problems and, possibly, giving Maximus support. With the death of Gratian, Valentinian 

II was the remaining legitimate ruler in the central and western territories, which 

included Africa. Justina had no official position, making her situation even more 

precarious.34 This new situation and the powerful rhetorical value of military experience 

at Maximus’ disposal was especially dangerous.35 There is not much indication, however, 

that this translated into elite support for Maximus in Valentinian II’s territories.36 

Symmachus did deliver a panegyric to Maximus soon after his acquisition of these 

territories, but it is doubtful he publicly expressed support of Maximus any earlier.37 As 

far as I am aware, there is no indication that any member of the Roman elite ever 

broadcasted any support for Maximus prior to 387. On the contrary, the Senate erected an 

equestrian statue to Count Theodosius in 384 and similar statues had already been built in 

Apulia, Calabria, and Ephesus after the elevation of Theodosius in 379.38 The Praetorian 

Prefect of Italy in 385, Neoterius, was the choice of Theodosius; and several of the other 

officials installed that year were openly loyal to Valentinian II.39 The only possible 

defector was Gildo. Nixon and Rodgers suggested that Gildo may not have stayed 

entirely loyal to Valentinian II and Theodosius.40 The only surviving record of Gildo 

from 375 through 386 is in 386, where he is the comes et magister utriusque militae per 

Africam. This suggests that Gratian had kept him in Africa after the death of Valentinian 

I. Symmachus relates that the oil supply in Rome was shrinking, and there were delays of 

some kind from officials in Africa.41 Gildo was wealthy enough by 400 that a comes 

Gildoniaci patrimonii was created to handle his property after his own usurpation 

collapsed and he was killed.42 While not definitive proof, this suggests that Gildo may 

have taken advantage of the disruption caused by Maximus’ revolt to make a substantial 

 
34 McEvoy (2013): 66-67. 
35 See McEvoy (2013): 67. 
36 See also McEvoy (2013): 67-70. 
37 See also Chadwick (1976): 113-114; Salzman and Roberts (2012): 38-39; Sogno (2017): n 26 p 185. 
38 PLRE I Flavius Theodosius 3. See Humphries (2015): 154, 160-161 on the function of these statues. 
39 Matthews (1975): 179-180. 
40 Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 136 p 505.  
41 Symmachus Rel 35. Unfortunately, there are few known officials in North Africa in this period. There is 

a proconsul Africae 383/388, but his name has not survived. PLRE I V…….adius. Probus would have been 

Praefecto Praetorio Illyrici Italiae et Africae in late 383. PLRE I Probus 5. Mauretania Tingitania was part 

of the diocese of Hispania, not Italy. See Schmidt-Hofner (2008): 505-9 for problems with dating the 

prefectures of Probus. By the end of the fourth century, there were six African provinces. Norton (2007): 

138-9. McLynn has suggested that the food crisis in 383 and the crisis in 384 may be associated by the 

overall weakness of Valentinian II’s regime. McLynn (1994): 165, 273-275. 
42 PLRE I Gildo.  
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profit.43 This is much like what Romanus had been doing leading up to Firmus’ revolt.44 It 

is worth further pointing out, as Nixon and Rodgers did, that Theodosius sent forces to 

Africa at the same time as those sent against Maximus in 388, though not all scholars 

agree as to what this meant.45 Vera has also very reasonably suggested that there was still 

uncertainty in Africa as to the outcome of the revolt.46 The most we can say for certain is 

that the loyalty of Gildo to anyone, including Maximus, was dubious.  

I suggest that Africa may have been confused as to whether Maximus was ever 

recognised or not. Valentinian II recognised Maximus out of necessity and Theodosius 

was ambivalent. This would have caused confusion for the populace who would likely 

assume that any overtures were genuine. Tingitania was part of diocese of Hispania and 

thus part of the territory of Maximus, and the comes Tingitaniae and the comes Africae 

were separate commands.47 Tingitania was next to Africa, however, and this proximity 

may have contributed to the confusion, especially if Gildo, comes Africae in 386, had not 

been entirely loyal. An inscription from Djorf bu Grara in Tripolitania names Valentinian 

II, Theodosius, Arcadius, and Maximus.48 I agree with Sophie Lunn-Rockcliffe that the 

inscription suggests local recognition, not recognition from Theodosius or, I would add, 

from Valentinian II, to whom Tripolitania theoretically belonged.49 This would not be the 

only place in Valentinian II’s territory that demonstrated recognition or support for 

Maximus. Nixon and Rodgers pointed to another inscription from Africa that recognised 

Maximus and Victor alongside Valentinian II, Theodosius and Arcadius.50 This local, if 

unofficial, support would have certainly been welcomed in Trier and would have given 

Maximus rhetorical support against Valentinian II, but it could also cause Maximus 

problems. Popular support for the usurper would put the court at Milan on edge and less 

willing to risk recognising Maximus, especially since Valentinian II was so young. So, 

while this apparent support for Maximus may have given Maximus encouragement, it 

would not have helped him gain official recognition, which is what he wanted and 

needed for the stability of his regime. 

 
43 Valentinian I had attempted to secure Africa during Procopius’ revolt to keep Procopius from its grain 

supply. Matthews (1989): 198, pointing to Ammianus 26.7.11. 
44 See p 67. 
45 Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 136 p 505; Oost (1962): 28-29. 
46 Vera (1975): n 56 p 287. 
47 Errington (2006): 72. For Mauretania Tingitana until the end of the fourth century, see Arce (2005): 345-

358. 
48 Lunn-Rockcliffe (2010): n 25 p 320.  
49 Lunn-Rockliffe (2010): 320-321. 
50 Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 136 p 505. 
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Maximus’ relationship with Theodosius is far more complex, and there seems to 

have been considerable confusion, which was exacerbated by the controversy 

surrounding Theodosius’ religious programme. Zosimus connected Theodosius’ religious 

policies in Egypt with his policy towards Maximus, and this reflects the tension between 

the two emperors, not cooperation. In 384, Theodosius sent Cynegius to Egypt with the 

command to close the temples and to set up Maximus’ portrait, which Cynegius did.51 

Zosimus was essentially making a connection between the closures of the temples and 

Theodosius’ insincere overtures to Maximus.52 Merobaudes may have been with 

Cynegius in Egypt, and Rodgers suggested that Theodosius may have hoped Merobaudes 

would go back to Gaul and inform Maximus of Theodosius’ (insincere) recognition.53 If 

so, evidence suggests that this backfired: Alexandria petitioned Maximus for help against 

Cynegius.54 By definition, this would mean petitioning Maximus for support against 

Theodosius. This should not be overlooked. As I have shown throughout this study, 

emperors were deeply suspicious of potential usurpers and any semblance of support for 

rival emperors. Theodosius would not lend support to a usurper, especially when it meant 

his own religious programme would be undermined and his reign at risk of divided 

loyalties. It also suggests that Alexandrines thought Maximus, despite his known 

personal beliefs, would help them against Theodosius’ religious policy. This could 

signify that Maximus did not pass any laws similar to Theodosius’ religious programme. 

If Zosimus is correct and some of Theodosius’ religious policies were in response to 

Maximus, then this would indicate that there was competition—and tension— early on in 

religious displays between Theodosius and Maximus. Maximus undoubtedly advertised 

the uniformity of the churches, but this does not mean that he had taken Theodosius’ 

approach to heretics or even saw the Priscillianists as heretics. His overall religious 

policy may have been one largely of tolerance, much like Valentinian I.  

Theodosius’ other policies in Egypt seem to have contributed to support for 

Maximus, which would also make Theodosius and Maximus more wary of each other. 

Written evidence discussing Theodosius’ tax and religious policies in Egypt between 383 

and 388 tends to overlap strongly with these demonstrations of support for Maximus in 

 
51 Zosimus 4.37.3-4.  
52 For similar, see Chadwick (1976): 116. See McLynn (2005): 113-115 on Zosimus’ portrayal of 

Cynegius. 
53 Rodgers (1981): 104, referring to CTh 11.30.43. They do admit that this may be speculation. Religious 

programmes had long played a role in intra-imperial rhetoric, as with the Constantinians especially. 
54 Rodgers (1981): 104, pointing to Libanius Or. 19.14. McLynn argued that the destruction of pagan idols 

was only in Alexandria, not the east in general, and whatever Cynegius did was likely minimal and 

temporary. McLynn (2005): 115-117. See also Matthews (1975): 140-141. 
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Egypt. The taxation problem in Egypt seems to have led to concerns about sedition but 

these are far less explicitly connected to Maximus than similar concerns in the Oriens, 

which I discuss below. The author of the Interpretationes understood CTh 9.33.1 as 

referring to sedition; Pharr, however, argued it likely referred to powerful individuals 

trying to protect others from oppressive taxation. Eunapius might be referring to the 

situation in Egypt in his less than positive review of Theodosius, which included his 

taxation policies and the aggressiveness of his governors.55 Maximus must have surely 

been aware at some point of the large-scale discontent with Theodosius and seems to 

have been just as insistent on diplomacy with him as he was with Valentinian II. His 

experience during the revolt of Firmus showed that situations like these were delicate 

situations, especially once officials became involved. On the other hand, the popular 

displays for Maximus in the east would have made negotiations with Theodosius 

awkward. Maximus would need to assure Theodosius he had no intention of interfering 

in his territory while also maintaining demands or requests for recognition. It was a fine 

line that no usurper since Constantine I had successfully navigated. 

Lastly, there are multiple references to riots and other forms of disruptive mass 

behaviour in the Oriens, including the so-called Riot of the Statues, that may be 

connected to Maximus. Because the riot grew into attacks on Theodosius’ statues, the 

rioters were investigated for treason, among other things.56 Libanius referred several 

times to accusations that he had preferred Maximus to Theodosius, and that imperial 

officials had investigated him based on these allegations.57 He further hinted at pro-

Maximus riots in 386 and reported attacks against statues of Theodosius, but how much 

support Maximus had in these areas by 384 is unclear.58 Libanius proposed a sensible, 

moderate medical treatment for the whole city of Antioch, suggesting that the riot was 

large.59 Libanius recommended an imperial pardon and leniency for cities after such 

outbursts of violence, which Libanius leaves undefined and unexplained.60 He includes 

the history of Alexandria’s abuse towards imperial officials and the current problem: 

their attacks on Theodosius, namely, their public invitation to Maximus to come to 

Egypt.61 He follows this with a reference to Valens’ pardon of Constantinople and others 

 
55 Eunapius Frag 9.46-8. See also CTh 1.14.1 from 386 on armed imperial response to tax avoidance in 

Egypt. 
56 French (1998): 468. An attack on an emperor’s statue was an attack on the emperor. Flower (2013): 42. 
57 Libanius Ep. 146.2. 
58 Libanius Or. 19.8, 14; Or. 47.35. 
59 Libanius Or. 19.8-10. 
60 Libanius Or. 19.9-10. 
61 Libanius Or. 19.14.  
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for their support for the usurper Procopius.62 The use of examples of cities supporting 

usurpers to support his recommendation for leniency for Antioch suggests Antioch had 

followed Alexandria in showing public demonstration of Maximus. Given the 

seriousness of the Alexandrines’ behaviour, Theodosius may have been concerned that 

Antioch intended to send out a similar invitation, which would help explain the 

observation that Theodosius took the threat of sedition in Antioch seriously.63 

Theodosius’ tax policies, as with the Firmus’ revolt, may have played a part. The gold 

levy Libanius refers to as the source of the disorder and despair may be related to 

Theodosius’ upcoming decennalia and Arcadius’ quinquennalia.64 Libanius then makes 

an offhanded reference to recent, unnamed, regrettable events in Beirut.65 While these are 

not linked to Maximus, it seems likely that they were or that there were imperial 

concerns that Beirut might appeal to Maximus as well. I would suggest that the very 

public support for Maximus in the Oriens and Egypt may have been what caused the final 

break between Maximus and Theodosius and Maximus’ last-ditch effort at gaining Italy 

and its resources in 387.66 While Maximus may have found these popular displays 

potentially encouraging, they were also after the Priscillianist trials likely started, not 

before.  

These problems also indicate that all three emperors were having problems with 

loyalty. Maximus’ interactions with the Priscillianist controversy, therefore, were heavily 

influenced by the tantalising prospect of recognition outside of his territories and the very 

real danger of offending Theodosius and never gaining official or elite recognition in 

Italy. All Maximus could do in 384 was to try and cement his authority in his own 

territories, address the various problems aside from the Priscillianist controversy, and 

continue to try and demonstrate his sincere non-aggression to Theodosius. Before 

looking at the Synod of Bordeaux, we must look at what these other problems were and 

how they affected Maximus’ relationship with the controversy and the Synod. 

 

Maximus Outside the Priscillianist Controversy 

 
62 Libanius Or. 19.15. Libanius’ account here is false. French (1998): 475. Nevertheless, Libanius’ 

intention—to gain a pardon for Antioch—remains the same.  
63 French (1998): 479, 482-483. See also McLynn (1994): 319, who emphasizes the coming war with 

Maximus as causing a “highly sensitive” environment for the riot. 
64 Libanius Or. 19.25-26; Norman (1977): 241-242.  
65 Libanius Or. 19.28. This likely refers to an actual event but there is no other source for it. French (1998): 

n 34 p 475 
66 The cause for the invasion is unknown. Errington (2006): 34-35 for other possibilities.  
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While the Priscillianist controversy dominates scholarly discussions of the reign 

of Maximus, it is vital to understand that for Maximus, it would have been less pressing 

than other concerns within his territories, at least initially. Maximus undoubtedly had 

problems with funding, and, like his immediate predecessors, also had problems on the 

frontier that would have taken up a lot of his time and may have distracted him from the 

Synod. 67 

The Priscillianist verdicts were not driven by financial motives, but Maximus did 

have concerns about raising funds, especially for the military. An analysis of the Hoxne 

Treasure indicated intensive production of siliquae under Maximus, suggesting 

significant need, perhaps to pay donatives for soldiers and the new administration.68 

Maximus would also need a substantial amount of silver and gold to obtain the jewellery, 

finery, and the court required for appropriate display in (post-) tetrarchic imperial 

ideology. In Chapters 1 through 4, I showed that emperors gradually elevated the 

imperial court not only through language but also in imperial dress. It is tempting, then, 

to view Maximus’ interest in the Priscillianist controversy as purely financial, as 

Sulpicius implied, but it was hardly the only way cash-strapped emperors raised funds.69 

In 384-5, Valentinian II and Justina dealt with their own money problems by forcing 

money changers to sell solidi to the Treasury for a fixed amount of base metal coins.70 

There were also minerals in northern Wales that were heavily exploited in Late 

Antiquity, and there is a known storage depot near the fort at Caernarfon, which, 

interestingly, is associated with Maximus in the later Welsh tradition.71 The confiscation 

penalties of sorcery and Manichaeanism charges were dangerous methods of raising 

funds, and unnecessary since there were two ready sources of income that did not involve 

expensive and time-consuming trials that could just as easily backfire. Further, the level 

of distaste and vitriol against Valentinian I and Valens among aristocrats over the magic 

trials and confiscations is not present against Maximus, even in Pacatus, who never 

argues that Maximus himself had financial motives for the Priscillianist trials.72 We can 

 
67 This would correlate with Errington’s assessment that Theodosius’ first priority was not the ecclesiastical 

problems in the east, but the Gothic wars. Errington (1997): 22. Escribano Paño also argued that religious 

conflicts were not his top priority. Escribano Paño (2019): 55. 
68 Guest (2005): 63, see 90 for Guest’s suggested pay rate.  
69 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:158b; 2.51.1. See Bravo Bosch (2009): 319 and Lieu (1992): 149-150 for 

possible financial motives for the Priscillianist trials.  
70 Symmachus Rel. 29. 
71 Cotterill (1993): 236; Harbus (2002): 59; McMullen (2011): 234-237. 
72 Pan. Lat. II(12) 29. Financial motivations, among other motivations, are attributed to the bishops around 

him. 
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therefore exclude financial incentives as the primary motivator for Maximus’ verdicts 

while acknowledging Maximus did need funds and was unlikely to tolerant anything that 

impeded access to resources.  

Maximus was likely preoccupied with gaining military victories in order to 

compare favourably with Theodosius and because he needed the continuing support of 

the military. In 384, Theodosius was busy with unspecified ‘eastern nations’, which he 

likely celebrated along with his victories in Thrace in his 386 triumph.73 As we have seen 

throughout this study, asymmetrical military victories between emperors led to insecurity 

on the part of the less successful emperor, and that this increased over time, climaxing 

with Adrianople less than six years earlier. Maximus needed an ‘opponent’. Orosius’ 

positive though brief reference to Maximus’ reputation with Germanic groups suggests 

that Maximus was successful on the Rhine frontier. Orosius described Maximus as 

energetic and stern; able to extract taxes from Germanic groups by his formidable 

reputation.74 The taxes he refers to may have also been used to supplement income. 

These newer incursions may have included the Saxons, who were on the Rhine frontier 

particularly in the Rhine-Meuse basin and Batavia.75 Of the coin hoards on the continent 

that contain sizeable number of coins from Maximus, I have found that the 

overwhelming majority are, in fact, concentrated in northern France, Belgium, the 

Netherlands, and on the Danube.76 These incursions by themselves should cast serious 

doubt on any assumptions that Maximus was firmly settled in Trier like Valentinian II 

was in Milan or Theodosius in Constantinople.  

Maximus was also likely in Britain dealing with incursions and settling Irish and 

Pictish groups, and evidence suggests that he was keen on promoting these early 

victories. Casey suggested that Maximus went back to Britain at least once at some point, 

likely to conduct campaigns.77 Two late fourth- and early fifth-century hoards in Balline 

 
73 Marcellinus Comes 384, 386; Cons. Const. 386. 
74 Orosius Adv. Pag. PL 31: 1149; 7.34-5. 
75 Bartholomew (1984): 169; Cotterill (1993), especially 229-230; Pearson (2006): 337. See Pearson 

(2006): 345-346 for the difficulty of using archaeology to find evidence of raiding. There is no evidence 

that the revolt caused major unrest in the upper and middle Danube. Errington (2006): 57. This does not 

mean that there were not skirmishes or incursions, much like the ‘barbarian conspiracy’ or previous 

problems in these areas. 
76 For example: CHRE Hemptinne Hoard (494 nummi and 12 imitation nummi of unknown mints); Lier I 

and II Hoards (5 nummi total, 2 from Italy; 23 nummi); Maastricht 1996 2 (11 nummi); Didam (17 nummi); 

Remerschen (6 nummi). There are 35 coins from Maximus in Mauritania, Numidia, and Africa, but the 

hoards to which these belong are still unverified. See Sigus 1933, Cathage 1800-1810, Utique 1957-

‘Maison du Trésor’, and Tipasa-Amphitheater. 
77 Casey (1979): 67. Casey argued that Valentinianic changes meant that only the comitatus, which 

travelled with the emperors, minted gold and silver coinage. Casey (1979): 69. Guest, however, has argued 

that it was unlikely that only the comitatus mint could produce silver coins. Guest (2005): 38; n 24 p 45.  
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and Ballinrees, Ireland contain Roman silver ingots, which Rance suggests may be from 

diplomatic ties or mercenary payments.78 I have found a sizable concentration of siliquae 

in southwestern Britain, particularly in Bishops Cannings and Stanchester, and a sizeable 

number in Ballinrees, Northern Ireland.79 Count Theodosius was ultimately successful 

against Firmus because he used diplomacy and alliances.80 Maximus may have made 

similar use of alliances with Irish and Pictish groups before and after his rebellion, which 

would take time to organise. Maximus wanted to avoid accusations of ‘idleness’ from the 

military who had supported his rebellion.81 I have also found that siliquae of Maximus in 

Britain are frequently along the coasts, as far north as Filey in North Yorkshire.82 Rance 

placed the raiding noted by the Gallic Chronicler of 452 in 383-4 rather than 382, though 

I would point out that there may have been several skirmishes.83 Lorenzo Braccesi argued 

that a fragmented inscription found in Pesaro, Italy was dedicated to Maximus, who had 

assumed the title Britannicus maximus, perhaps the only emperor since Constantine I to 

use the title.84 Not all historians agree with this identification, however.85 I am inclined to 

agree that it does refer to Maximus. Numismatics suggests that Maximus returned to 

Britain in 384.86 This, of course, does not mean he did not return earlier. Braccasi and 

others have suggested that these victories were likely during the rebellion itself.87 I add 

that fighting the Picti and Scoti and other barbarian groups, like those noted by Orosius, 

would also explain why Andragathius led most of the campaign against Gratian instead 

of Maximus. Merobaudes was aware that the removal or distraction of the army in Gaul 

would leave it open to threats and incursions.88 Maximus would have been perfectly 

aware of this based on his own experiences in Britain and Gaul. If Braccesi is correct, 

this would mean that Maximus advertised his victories in Britain very quickly and 

widely, indicating that he put heavy emphasis on them to demonstrate his legitimacy to 

the other emperors and to his own army.  

 
78 Rance (2012): 229-230. 
79 CHRE Ballinrees: 60 total: 8 for Victor, mint unknown for all coins. CHRE Bishops Cannings: 206 total: 

180 from Trier, 26 for Victor. CHRE Stanchester: 212 total: 198 from Trier, 18 for Victor; hoard also 

includes 2 miliarensis from Trier. 
80 Drijver (2007): 152, pointing to Ammianus 29.5.56. 
81 See p 56, 65-66, 79-80. 
82 CHRE Filey Area II. Siliquae may have been minted to meet demand and, unlike gold siliquae, were 

issued at mints outside the comitatus. Guest (2005): 43-44, 99. 
83 Rance (2012): 234. Lorenzo Braccesi, however, has long pointed out that the sources for the Pictish and 

Scottish raids are very imprecise in their dating. Braccesi (1968), especially 282-285.  
84 Braccessi (1968). He is followed by Guidi (1970) and Rance (2012): 234, including notes. 
85 Rance (2012): n 19 p 231 and n 37 p 234. 
86 Rance (2012): n 37 p 234.  
87 Braccesi (1968): 284-285, followed by Guidi (1970): 18-19. 
88 See p 79. 
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There are other minor, more indirect indications that Maximus travelled around 

Gaul. There is the story of Maximus and the bishop of Clermont, which, unfortunately, 

does not indicate if the meeting was in Clermont or not.89 Maximus had admitted to 

Ambrose that he would have executed Vallio at Châlons-sur-Saône, near Autun, perhaps 

suggesting that he was in Châlons-sur-Saône himself.90 The mint at Lyon is close to both 

cities. To the east of these locations was Raetia Secunda, the possible origin of 

Lupicinus, consularis of the new province of Maximae Senoniae, which was also nearby 

Châlons-sur-Saône, Autun, Lyon, and Clermont. If Maximus was personally in these 

locations, it would suggest additional military or administrative problems in south-central 

Gaul and the middle to lower Rhine frontier, or simply imperial visits to ensure 

efficiency of the new administration. While there is no way to date any of these possible 

visits, it is a reminder that Maximus had a great many other problems and was doing 

other things when he answered the petition of Ithacius against the Priscillianists. In other 

words, Maximus became involved in the Priscillianist controversy—a controversy he 

knew nothing about—when he was distracted by other problems. 

 

The Synod of Bordeaux 

Maximus answered Ithacius because a major episcopal dispute was a serious 

problem, but we should not assume that Maximus was given extensive information about 

it. Firstly, Maximus was not in Bordeaux for the Synod. Any information he was given 

on the Synod or, indeed, the Priscillianist controversy was dependent on what he was told 

by Ithacius and/or Britannius and/or his officials. Neither bishop would have told him 

everything. There is little to no possibility that Ithacius informed Maximus of the warrant 

out for his arrest for disturbing the churches.91 Ithacius may not have told Maximus about 

the various allies of Priscillian in order to make Priscillian look far less supported than he 

was. Maximus may also have genuinely thought that by taking the side of the bishops of 

the major imperial cities of Bordeaux, Trier, and Mérida, the problem would be quickly 

squashed, not realising that the situation was far more complex. Priscillian’s arrival in 

Trier in 385 may have been the first time Maximus was really confronted with the 

Priscillianists and their alleged behaviour, not when he first answered Ithacius’ petitions 

 
89 Gregory of Tours HF 1.40 and Gregory of Tours VP 2.1. 
90 Ambrose Ep. 30[24].11. 
91 See p 127-128. McLynn described the story of Ambrose’s popular election given to Valentinian I as a 

similar deception, arguing that ecclesiastical affairs were not immune to information manipulation any 

more than civil affairs were. McLynn (1994): 48. 
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or when he called for the Synod at Bordeaux in 384. This means that the Synod of 

Bordeaux likely reflects only a vague awareness of any of the conversations, disputes, 

and condemnations within the controversy that have been discussed thus far.  

Maximus’ first introduction to the Priscillianist controversy was also in the 

context of ecclesiastical competition for his attention. Maximus probably acted on the 

petitions in early 384.92 A dinner party with Maximus was attended by many bishops 

who tried to gain his patronage, an event that may have taken place as early as autumn 

383.93 This was not unusual. As A.D. Lee noted, bishops were among the first to lobby 

Jovian as early as September 363.94 At another undated party two high-ranking counts as 

well as Maximus’ brother and uncle were also present.95 I would suggest that it was likely 

Britannius who brought Ithacius’ petition forward. Britannius was still hiding Ithacius 

and, as the bishop of Trier, he had far more connections in the city than Ithacius. If 

Britannius had contacted Maximus instead, then Maximus was not replying to the bishop 

of Faro, but to the bishop of Trier, which is altogether different. In this case, Maximus 

responded to the bishop of his own capital city, whose cooperation he obviously needed. 

Further, Maximus would be responding to someone who was not actually involved in the 

dispute himself. Regardless, Maximus’ introduction to the controversy was undoubtedly 

one-sided and misrepresentative of what had really happened. 

The Synod of Bordeaux had imperial backing but we must still understand that 

Maximus differentiated between the ecclesiastical disputes he was aware of before the 

Synod and the civil crimes that he became aware of afterwards. In his response to 

Siricius’ probing questions about the ecclesiastical-civil divide, he asserted that any 

concerns about Agroecius’ unorthodox rise to the priesthood required a synod, which he 

would call only according to episcopal wishes.96 Maximus was adamant that 

ecclesiastical discipline belonged to the bishops in the province in which the problem 

occurred.97 His role as emperor was to call for an assembly in the city of those bishops’ 

choice so they could determine what the law was in that particular case.98 Maximus was 

careful to demonstrate to Siricius that he would appeal to precedent and accepted 

decisions.99 However, Maximus emphasised that he deferred to ecclesiastical authority 

 
92 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:157b-c; 2.49.2.  
93 Sulpicius VMart. 20.1. See also Gregory of Tours HF 1.40 and Gregory of Tours VP 2.1.  
94 Lee (2013): 42-43. 
95 Sulpicius VMart. 20.4. See Fahy (1966): 374-7 for British traditions of the family of Maximus. 
96 Coll. Avell. 40.2-4.  
97 Coll. Avell. 40.2. intra Gallias uel qui intra quinque provincias. 
98 Coll. Avell. 40.2. in qua elegerint urbe constituam… quid legis sit. 
99 Coll. Avell. 40.2. quae libris sunt asserenda et maiorum nostrorum religiosissimis constitutis. 
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when it came to issues about ecclesiastical discipline. I highlight this because Maximus 

later argued in that same letter that he had treated the Priscillianists as criminals, not 

wayward ecclesiastics—that is, as a civil case not an ecclesiastical one. The Synod was 

called to deal with the disputes between the bishops because this was how the issue was 

presented to him at that time. A synod was a simple solution to what was probably 

presented as a case of episcopal wrongdoing by Priscillian. It was an ‘easy win’ for an 

emperor who desperately needed one in the face of multiple complex problems, but it 

was response to what was undoubtedly a one-sided account. 

Despite these assurances, the Synod of Bordeaux was influenced by Maximus’ 

own motivations, which affected the outcome of the Synod. Maximus did, in fact, call the 

synod at the bishops’ request. Maximus sent letters to the Praetorian Prefect of Gaul and 

the vicarius of Hispania ordering everyone involved in the dispute to attend the Synod at 

Bordeaux.100 When the Synod was held is unknown.101 The choice of city was 

problematic. While the bishop of Bordeaux was present at the Council of Zaragoza, there 

is no evidence that he participated in the controversy except for Priscillian’s failed visit 

c381/2. Errington suggested Bordeaux was chosen so that it was near Hispania but would 

avoid the influence of local interests.102 This would be logical, true, but it ignores the fact 

that Bordeaux was most certainly involved in the controversy. Either Maximus did not 

adequately investigate the situation or he was never made aware that Delphinus had 

previously shut out Priscillian, had attended the Council of Zaragoza, and was familiar 

with several Priscillianists in Bordeaux. The Synod was destined to be unsatisfactory to 

the Priscillianists because it clearly lacked impartiality. Subsequent events seem to 

confirm their suspicions: the Synod quickly denounced and defrocked Instantius, and 

seeing this, Priscillian appealed to the emperor directly, which the bishops did not 

protest.103 This was allowed by Constantinian legislation, but could make other bishops 

suspicious.104 Both sides, then, were deeply suspicious of the behaviours and motivations 

 
100 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:157c; 2.49.2. The Praetorian Prefect of Gaul in 384/5 was PLRE I Anonymous 

7. The vicarius Hispaniarum is listed as PLRE I Anonymous 59. 
101 Errington suggests that the Council of Constantinople in 381 was probably planned closely after 

Theodosius had arrived in Constantinople in late November 380. Errington (1997): 42-43. If Maximus first 

called for the Synod of Bordeaux in early 384, the Synod was likely held no earlier than June. If Maximus 

took until March to set up his court, then the Synod was held no earlier than September. 
102 Errington (2006): 205-206. 
103 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:157c; 2.49.3. Prosper gives the same reason for Priscillian’s flight. Prosper 385. 

Priscillianus in synodo Burdegalensi se damnandum intelligens, ad imperatorem Maximum provocavit, 

auditusque Treviris ab Evodio praefecto praetorio, a Maximo gladio addictus est cum Eucrocia Delphidii 

rhetoris coniuge, et Latroniano, aliisque erroris consortibus.  
104 In a more recent example, Flavianus, a potential claimant to the Antiochene see after Gratian recalled 

exiled bishops, petitioned the emperor twice, even after a synod he had not attended and had ignored. 
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of the other group based on past behaviour and appearances. The Synod of Bordeaux, 

then, was probably not going to solve the problems its participants wanted it to solve. 

Maximus chose Bordeaux because he was trying to secure the cooperation of 

church leaders while he was failing to gain the recognition of the other emperors, not 

because he understood the nuances of the Priscillianist debate. Bordeaux was the leading 

city in southern Gaul and was home to a large number of wealthy elites, including former 

members of Gratian’s court and their families. Maximus needed its loyalty. As 

previously stated, Maximus appears to have preferred diplomacy with the former 

administration of Gratian rather than conduct purges. Mérida and Trier were also vitally 

important. Choosing Bordeaux would make it clear that Maximus, unlike Gratian, was 

actively picking a side.105 The problem was that Bordeaux itself was divided. Euchrotia, 

Procula, and Urbica were all wealthy women associated with Priscillian while the bishop 

of Bordaux and those loyal to him were not. Chadwick attributed the choice of location 

to prosecutorial attempts to exploit the rumours about Priscillian and Procula.106 

However, this would assume that there were always plans to prosecute the Priscillianists 

for crimes with confiscation penalties. There is no evidence of this and, as I have shown, 

there was no need to raise funds in this way. Maximus held the Synod because Britannius 

supported Ithacius and demanded it, and he likely informed Maximus that the bishops of 

Mérida and Bordeaux were on their side as well. All of these factors considered, the most 

practical and tactical solution for Maximus was to agree with Britannius, call for a synod 

at the see of his ally in Bordeaux, dedicate the minimum amount of imperial support to 

hold it, and then remove himself from the proceedings unless he was requested. This did 

not occur until Priscillian came to Trier. 

The Synod of Bordeaux came to a different conclusion than the Council of Zaragoza 

because the Synod may have been manipulated against Priscillian. Since we do not know 

the participants of the Synod, we can only guess as to who was ordered to attend. 

Britannius and Ithacius were likely involved in the Synod because they petitioned for the 

Synod. They may have invited Hydatius, though not likely since he was still possibly 

under suspicion after the incident in Mérida. I argued in Chapter 6 that Phoebadius may 

have been behind some of the more stringent canons of the Council of Zaragoza. He may 

 
Ambrose Ep. 70.3-4; Sozomen HE 7.11. Ambrose disapproved greatly of Flavianus’ behaviour and 

assumed it was because Flavianus had something to hide, which Sulpicius also assumed of Priscillian. 

Ambrose Ep. 70.1. 
105 Chadwick (1976): 43. Martin of Tours may have been at the synod as well. Jorge (2006): 8. 
106 Chadwick (1976): 46. 
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have attended the Synod because he was, technically, a participant in the controversy and 

since Agens was connected to Bordeaux. Since then, Priscillian had gained the support of 

the city of Eauze as well as Bordeaux’s elite. If Delphinus and Phoebadius had been 

somewhat restrained earlier, they were probably not now. Any one of these bishops could 

then fill the Synod with equally hard-line supporters. Ithacius and his highly connected 

allies took advantage of Maximus’ motives for the Synod, but now had more direct 

imperial backing for their decisions.107  

The other primary contributor to the difference between Zaragoza and Bordeaux was 

the vastly different religious and social environments. As Chapter 6 showed, Hispania in 

general was different than the rest of the west, and even within Hispania there were great 

differences. The incident with Urbica, found only in Prosper, also likely reflects a very 

different religious and social environment. Urbica was a disciple (discipula) of Priscillian 

who was stoned to death by a mob in Bordeaux for ‘impiety’; Prosper’s listing implies 

that this stoning took place after the trials.108 Virginia Burrus has identified Urbica as 

likely being Pomponia Urbica, a relation by marriage to Ausonius, who by this time had 

probably left Trier.109 Like Euchrotia and Procula, Urbica was wealthy and a recent 

widow.110 Her association with Priscillian, a ‘strange’ man, despite her widowhood 

would have been deeply suspicious. In Bordeaux, public knowledge of Priscillian and his 

suspicious stay with Euchrotia and Procula was still fresh. The stoning reflects popular 

concerns with sorcery and the sexual immorality commonly associated with mixed 

gender practices.111 Given the wide popularity of Priscillian in parts of Hispania, not all 

regions in the west considered such practices that concerning. If before or during the 

Synod of Bordeaux, this would place the Priscillianists in the centre of another major 

incidence of public violence, a factor that could be used against the Priscillianists in their 

trials.  

The Synod of Bordeaux was held to end the controversy as quickly and as simply 

as possible in a way that no one would dispute. The imbalance of power among the likely 

 
107 For other, similar acts of ecclesiastical misrepresentation and manipulation, see McLynn (1994): 106-

111; Errington (2006): 196-199; Dainese (2018): 152-153.  
108 Prosper 388. Burdegalae quaedam Priscilliani discipula nomine Urbica, ob impietatis pertinaciam per 

seditionem vulgi lapidibus exstincta est. Prosper considered Manichaeanism a heresy, hence his use of 

impietas. Chadwick listed the stoning before the Synod. Chadwick (1976): 44. 
109 Burrus (1995): 82. See Aull (2017): 134. 
110 PLRE I Pomponia Urbica 2.  
111 König (2008): 18. There is no indication in Prosper if the stoning was part of a larger act of violence 

such as a riot. The stoning may have been part of a larger event between the people living in the city and 

the Priscillianists, or some other combination. The riots in Alexandria in 486 between philosophers, 

ascetics, and other Alexandrians may share some resemblance. See Watts (2010) for the riot in Alexandria. 
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participants and the different environment, however, contributed to a sense of unfairness. 

Priscillian arrived in Trier in 384 or early 385 to protest the Synod, likely on this basis. 

However, he did not understand that Maximus was in a vastly different position than 

Gratian or that the two emperors had radically different personalities and policies.112 He 

supposed Maximus would be impartial, and did not seem to understand that people 

genuinely thought his behaviour suspicious or that officials like Macedonius may have 

helped him for their own reasons. Priscillian was likely unaware of the swirling 

accusations of treason, sorcery, and sexual immorality elsewhere in the empire. These 

gaps in knowledge were probably not unusual, but for Priscillian it was a fatal mistake. 

 
112 See also Chadwick (1976): 111. 
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10. The Trials at Trier (385) 
 The trials against the Priscillianists were in context of various attempts by 

Maximus to cement his authority and legitimacy within his territories and with his co-

rulers according to post-tetrarchic standards. Todd Breyfogle argued that the fact that 

Priscillian was tried twice suggests that there was significant difficulty proving a case, 

but that there was a serious attempt to prove the charges according to legal procedures.1 I 

argue, however, that there is an enormous difference between the first trial by Ithacius 

and the trial conducted by imperial officials, and that modern scholarship must not 

overlook the fact that Ithacius tried Priscillian in a civil court based on civil procedures. 

Public trials were an important part of ensuring order and displaying imperial 

prerogatives, as we saw in previous mass trials.2 I will argue that an analysis of the 

Priscillianist trials shows that there was nothing unusual about their progression.  

 

The Priscillianist Trials 

 The gap between Priscillian’s arrival in Trier and the first trial was likely full of 

administrative actions regarding how to handle the bishop of Avila’s complaints. 

Priscillian skipped the Synod of Bordeaux after Instantius had been defrocked and 

complained to Maximus, as Sulpicius states.3 Ithacius, who was possibly still in Trier, 

seems to have emerged to reiterate his accusations, either because he now had a renewed 

chance to remove Priscillian or because Priscillian had told Maximus of the warrants for 

his arrest. We cannot know, however, whether Maximus himself was actually in Trier as 

Sulpicius states. It is important to reiterate this because, as I have shown, there was a 

strong probability that Maximus was elsewhere. Further, we have seen that the officials 

surrounding the emperor like the magister officiorum could play a significant role. It is 

also possibly that the magister libellorum, magister epistularum, magister memoriae, 

and/or the quaestor were also involved at some point, in some capacity.4 As in c381/2, 

the magister officiorum may have not accepted the attempt by Priscillian to go over the 

head of the appropriate vicarius, and instead sent the dispute back to a lower-level 

official. The gap between the arrival of Priscillian in Trier and the start of the trials is 

thus easily explicable.  

 
1 Breyfogle (1995): 443. 
2 Reitzenstein-Ronning (2015): 266 for the value of public trials. 
3 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20.157c; 2.49.3 
4 See Harries (1988): 159; Matthews (2000): 178 for these officials. 
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A rare surviving rescript from Maximus on 12 July 385 may or may not relate to 

the Priscillianists, but certainly indicates Maximus was aware of procedure and was 

going to enforce it. The rescript is from Trier and is addressed to Desiderius, who was 

either the vicarius of Hispania, Britain, or Gaul. In it, Maximus stated that an accuser had 

one year from the date of stating their accusation in an inscription to bring the person to 

court; if they did not appear, they were to be penalized with the confiscation of a fourth 

of their goods and the label of infamia.5 The law dates to 12 July 385, which would 

correspond to the general timeline of the Priscillianist trials and the second embassy of 

Ambrose. If this law relates to the Priscillianist controversy, then the first trial was tried 

before a vicarius—not Maximus or Evodius. It did not immediately go to the Praetorian 

Prefect as Sulpicius states, and Maximus’ administration had much the same initial 

reaction to the attempts by Priscillian and Ithacius to court jump as Gratian’s 

administration. Even if the law refers to something else entirely, the law still indicates 

two things: first, there were accusations serious enough to request clarification from 

Trier, and that these accusations were long-standing enough that Desiderius was unsure if 

they were still valid. If so, Ithacius was one among many people petitioning Maximus 

concerning accusations and potential trials. As with past trials, this may have given the 

impression to the government that the overall situation was worse than it actually was. 

This impression would then influence the trial of Priscillian by the imperial government. 

Second, the law indicates that Maximus was indeed aware of the rules and was going to 

follow them, as Todd Breyfogle’s analysis of the Priscillianist trials concluded.6 This 

means that, while the initial trial was instigated by a bishop, the civil trials were a 

separate process that followed different rules than ecclesiastical processes. It also means 

that attempts to attribute unusual malice by Maximus in the final verdicts is 

unsubstantiated by Maximus’ own earlier actions. 

Ithacius likely conducted the first trial to deflect attention away from himself, but 

he did have enough circumstantial evidence to present a successful case. As we saw with 

the magic trials especially, deflection was a common tactic by accused individuals. There 

 
5 CTh 9.36.1. Quisquis accusator reum in iudicium sub inscribtione detulerit, si intra anni tempus 

accusationem coeptam persequi supersederit vel, quod est contumacius, ultimo anni die adesse neglexerit, 

quarta bonorum omnium parte multatus aculeos consultissimae legis incurrat, scilicet manente infamia, 

quam veteres iusserant sanctiones. See the full text in Appendix A. 
6 Breyfogle (1995): 443. Valentinian II and Justina seem to have had a similar problem with the statute of 

limitations on accusations and court procedure, and possibly invalid imperial rescripts simultaneously with 

the Priscillianist trials. CTh 2.1.6 (30 April 385), CTh 2.4.4 (18 June 385), CTh 1.6.10 (12 August (?)), 

CTh 1.2.9 (24 September 385); CTh 1.10.3 (27 (25) November 385). 
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had been a warrant for Ithacius’ arrest since 383 for disruption of the church.7 ‘Sorcery’ 

and ‘Manichaeanism’ were flexible enough that they could be applied to a range of 

practices, making it easier to accuse Priscillian whose practices were ambiguous. Ithacius 

likely referred to possessing books and fasting as indicators of criminal activity (sorcery, 

Manichaeanism).8 Both could have magical or religious connotations, and could form the 

basis of judicial examination. We saw this with Lollianus.9 Additionally, Priscillian 

allegedly had an interest in astrology, which could lead to concerns about treason and 

sorcery. Ithacius could point to the Council of Zaragoza and argue that the canons were 

targeting Priscillian. In his own letters, Priscillian had already acknowledged that the 

Council referred to him. All of the canons at the Council of Zaragoza were concerned 

with inappropriate gendered behaviour and secrecy. The final civil charges of sexual 

immorality, sorcery, and, likely, Manichaeanism were essentially the same concerns at 

the Council of Zaragoza.10 Ithacius just ‘stacked’ them all together to imply Priscillian 

was guilty of doing all of these things at once, something Hydatius had already spent 

years doing. Further, Ithacius could also point out that the Synod of Bordeaux had just 

defrocked Instantius, Priscillian’s long-time associate. Ithacius was successful because he 

had more resources than Priscillian and was therefore better able to take advantage of the 

ambiguity of the canons and of Maximus’ various needs and concerns.11 Sulpicius stated 

that Ithacius only withdrew from the trial because he realised how unpopular he would be 

with other bishops if he were prosecutor in a capital case.12 Ithacius stopped because he 

realised his actions were harming his own position, legitimacy, and standing as a bishop, 

not because he thought his actions were wrong or that he was at risk of losing or that an 

insufficient case had been made. 

Ithacius likely accused multiple people of various crimes, though he does not 

seem to have brought them to trial as well. Sulpicius complained that anyone who fasted 

or read could be accused of being a Priscillianist, and was particularly upset that Ithacius 

 
7 See p 127. 
8 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:157d; 2.50.1. His stultitiae eo usque processerat, ut omnes etiam sanctos viros, 

quibus aut stadium inerat lectionis, aut propositum erat ieiuniis…  
9 See p 70. 
10 See Burrus (1995): 49, 80 for these underlying concerns at Zaragoza. 
11 See also Burrus (1995): 12, 16-18. I will argue here, however, that enforcing Nicene orthodoxy as one of 

Maximus’ goals for the Priscillianist trials depends heavily on interpreting the verdicts as heresy. I will also 

argue that Maximus had more needs than just promoting Nicene orthodoxy. 
12 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:158a; 2.51.1. Sulpicius Dial. PL 20: 217d-219a; 3.11-2; Sulpicius Chron. PL 

20:157d-158a; 2.50.2. There is no entry for Theognitus in the PLRE and Sulpicius gives no further details 

about him. 
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accused Martin of Tours of heresy.13 However, Ithacius' tactic was to target everyone 

who would not clearly side with him against Priscillian.14 Ithacius' accusation against 

Martin probably came after Martin arrived in Trier to stop Ithacius around the time of 

this first trial to try to end the conflict, not before as Sulpicius' chronology suggests.15 

Hydatius and Ithacius had included the names of Hyginus and others in the years 

between Zaragoza and Bordeaux, so it is possible Ithacius openly accused them in court 

as well. Ithacius may not have openly accused them of misconduct, but both Euchrotia 

and Procula would be suspected of sexual immorality. As with the magic trials, 

association with accused men was sufficient grounds for pursuing sexual immorality 

cases against women. Sulpicius may be alluding to multiple trials when he referred to 

Martin of Tours returning to Trier after Priscillian had been executed.16 The unspecified 

sufferers may be other Priscillianists or people targeted in the investigation into Hispania, 

though Sulpicius stated that this investigation had started long before.17 Sulpicius goes on 

to state that the tribunes sent to Hispania did not discriminate between classes or 

individuals, orthodox and heretic.18 Sulpicius may be assuming everyone targeted in the 

investigations into Hispania was targeted because they were suspected of being a 

Priscillianist. I argue it is more likely that these investigations and Priscillian’s second 

trial were conducted because of the association between the Priscillianists and the 

violence in Mérida, the earlier rescript by Gratian, and the accusations in the first trial. 

Ithacius’ various accusations against Martin and others in the first trial of Priscillian was 

likely used to support these later imperial actions in Hispania, much as we saw in the 

magic trials. 

The gap between the first and second trial was likely due to the time necessary to 

conduct imperial investigations, and a second trial was conducted based on the concerns 

raised in the first. Martin of Tours allegedly caused the delay of the second trial by 

extracting a promise from Maximus not to do anything terrible to the Priscillianists.19 

Countering him were the bishops Magnus and Rufus, who convinced Maximus to have a 

 
13 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 157d-158a; 2.50.1. 
14 For similar arguments, see Piay Augusto (2006): 609. 
15 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:157d-158a; 2.50.1-2. 
16 Sulpicius Dial. PL 20: 217d; 3.11.3. Translation by Goodrich. 
17 Sulpicius Dial. PL 20: 217d; 3.11.4. Sulpicius’ chronology is imprecise. 
18 Sulpicius Dial. PL 20: 218a; 3.11.5. 
19 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:158a; 2.50.2. Flint has pointed out that ecclesiastical authorities were aware that 

civil authorities could be more severe with accused malefici, which could lead to ecclesiastical 

interventions meant to protect the accused or to soften punishments. Flint (1991): 81-82. See also Evans 

Grubbs (1995): 216-225 for a comparison between civil and ecclesiastical penalties for adultery. 
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second trial.20 This is not likely, though their support of civil trials may have convinced 

Maximus taking civil action against bishops for what he understood as civil crimes 

would not be significantly contested. The second trial was more likely started by 

whomever presided over the first trial, and only because Ithacius dropped out of the 

case.21 If Ithacius accused Priscillian in court of being a Manichaean and a sorcerer, and 

he used the evidence described above in court, it should not be surprising that the 

Praetorian Prefect became involved. In Maximus’ letter to Siricius, P.R. Coleman-

Newman suggested that the phrase “…rather than from our mouth” may indicate that 

Maximus had sent Siricius the notes from the trials and that adhuc proxime suggests that 

a separate set of issues were discussed at Trier.22 I emphasise this because whatever 

issues were discussed, imperial concerns were not related to the episcopal disputes 

between the Priscillianists and their opponents. The imperial investigations into sorcery 

and Manichaeanism within the Priscillianist circle were based on the accusations made 

during the controversy, but ultimately the government was acting independently of the 

church, which was divided on how to handle the controversy in any case.23 To Maximus, 

the trials were a separate issue because he saw them as unrelated to the Council of 

Zaragoza. 

As with past trial series, the bureaucracy involved in the Priscillianist trials likely 

brought in their own motives for the charges and the verdicts. Insufficient attention has 

been given to the fact that the second trial was presided over by officials, not Maximus or 

other bishops, even when this fact is acknowledged.24 The Praetorian Prefect during the 

Priscillianist trials was Evodius, who would have been given charge of cases like sorcery 

or treason.25 It is possible, as with the earlier magic trials, that Evodius was given charge 

of the investigations by Maximus based on Ithacius’ accusations, and Evodius then 

realised that there was a potential for personal advancement or he was genuinely 

 
20 Severus Chron. PL 20:158a; 2.50.2. Both bishops are otherwise unknown. 
21 Desiderius may have recommended that Evodius investigate Priscillian based on his own concerns 

resulting if he presided over the first trial. However, this would depend on the law fragment above referring 

to Priscillian. Evodius liked presided over both trials since he states that Priscillian had been heard in two 

trials just after stating that the case was given to Evodius by Maximus, though, as I suggested, there is a 

possibility it went through another court first. Regardless, the second trial occurred because Ithacius 

dropped out, not because the government had ulterior motives. For a similar argument regarding the two 

trials, see Matthews (1975): 166. 
22 Coleman-Norton (1966b): n 7-8 p 402. Coll. Avell.40.4: ceterum quid adhuc proxime proditum sit 

Manichaeos sceleris admittere, non argumentis neque suspicionibus dubiis uel incertis sed ipsorum 

confessione inter iudicia prolatis malo ex gestis ipsis tua sanctitas quam ex nostro ore cognoscat, quia 

huiuscemodi non modo factu turpia uerum etiam foeda dictu proloqui sine rubore non possumus. 
23 See also Breyfogle (1995): 451. 
24 Escribano Paño (2019): 64. 
25 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:158a; 2.50.2; Prosper 385.  
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concerned. He was, in fact, consul in 386.26 There is no way to know with certainty that 

this was as a reward for his conduct of the trials, but the timing is certainly suspicious. 

Conversely, Evodius may have presided over the first trial and was genuinely concerned 

by what he heard. Patricius of the Treasury was put in charge of prosecuting the case, and 

it was Patricius who insisted on executing Priscillian after Evodius found Priscillian 

guilty.27 Evodius and Patricius had an investment in the outcome of the trials. Various 

officials in other mass trials had all sought to expand their powers once they realised that 

there was an opportunity for advancement. We should not be surprised that Evodius and 

Patricius made sure that their high-profile case ended with incontestable criminals. 

Evodius and Patricius assured that Priscillian was convicted by putting the 

various accusations made against Priscillian together to make him look guilty, as 

Hydatius and Ithacius had both done before. As Breyfogle noted, for a capital crime like 

sorcery it would have to be proven that Priscillian was doing far more than agricultural 

magic.28 I agree with Breyfogle that the crimes Priscillian supposedly confessed to were 

probably stacked to portray him as a sorcerer.29 The ‘forbidden doctrines’ charges could 

be justified from previous laws targeting banned material. Studying such banned 

doctrines gave Priscillian’s study a magical, and therefore potentially treasonous, tinge.30 

This treasonous tinge might have given some weight to the Manichaeanism charge, if 

Manichaeanism was listed as a separate charge. The charges of secret assemblies, nudity, 

nocturnal meetings with ‘immoral’ women, and the presence of women in general were 

all associated with magic and could be easily attached to known Priscillianist practices. 

What Priscillian was ‘actually’ doing was not as relevant as the appearance of practicing 

magic; Maximus would have been concerned about the accusations regardless of whether 

they were true or not.31 In any case, Evodius, as Praetorian Prefect, may have been acting 

on Maximus’ behalf or as his stand-in, so it is entirely possible that Maximus himself 

was not directly involved with the trials themselves again until Evodius sent the case to 

him to determine the punishment.32 However, we must remember that all the concerns 

that are in the official civil charges existed at the Council of Zaragoza. Government 

 
26 PLRE I Flavius Evodius 2; PLRE I Patricius 3. Maximinus was rewarded for his conduct in the magic 

trials. 
27 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:158b-c; 2.51.1.  
28 Breyfogle (1995): 443. Agricultural magic was legal. 
29 Breyfogle (1995): 443-447. See Chadwick (1976): 139; Burrus (1995): 97. 
30 Breyfogle (1995): 443. 
31 See also Breyfogle (1995): 454; Burrus (1995): 95. 
32 See Davenport (2020): 225-226, with notes, on the development of the office of the Praetorian Prefect 

under Constantine I.  
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officials were not essentially doing anything different than what other bishops had been 

doing already. Ithacius and Hydatius had both ‘stacked’ the concerns from the canons so 

that Priscillian would look like a sorcerer and a Manichaean. Evodius may or may not 

have been entirely aware that this was what Ithacius likely did at the first civil trial, but 

the consequences remained the same. 

Both Patricius and Evodius were also motivated by the various problems in 

Maximus’ territories. María José Bravo Bosch has already pointed out that in cases 

involving the fisc, such as charges with confiscation penalties, the presence of a treasury 

official like Patricius was normal.33 Patricius’ motivations for a charge with confiscation 

penalties is thus obvious. Among the Praetorian Prefect’s duties was ensuring the supply 

of the military and overseeing property taxation.34 The previous two chapters discussed 

Maximus’ various military problems. It would be Evodius and Patricius, not just 

Maximus, who would feel the pressure to raise funds. It is also possible, of course, that 

Evodius and/or Patricius genuinely believed Priscillian was a threat. They were not 

present for the Priscillianist controversy and only heard the accusations out of context. 

Italian bishops, as we have seen, seem to have believed the Priscillianists were 

Manichaeans already. These accusations, by now long-standing, and several commonly 

known Priscillianist practices looked a lot like sorcery, sexual immorality, and 

Manichaeanism; as with the magic trials, these were all genuine concerns, especially 

among the elite classes, and they were resolved through a similar progression of trials.35 

Evodius and Patricius may have been genuinely concerned about the problems the 

Priscillianists were going to cause for their new emperor, already busy with other threats. 

There is some vital missing information, however, in Sulpicius’ depiction of the 

Priscillianist trials, namely the rest of the imperial apparatus that would reasonably be 

involved in such a case. Sulpicius is unclear as to Patricius’ official position. The comes 

sacrarum largitionum was in charge of state revenues, and the comes rerum privatarum 

was in charge of imperial property.36 If Patricius was a treasury official, to which office 

did he belong? Was either comes involved? There was certainly ‘behind the scenes’ 

maneuvering going on that has simply not survived, but how Patricius became involved 

and what his exact position was are lost. There is also a good chance that Maximus’ 

quaestor was involved since a number of laws were likely issued in response to the trials. 

 
33 Bravo Bosch (2009): 319. For an example, see CTh 10.9.1, issued in 369, during the magic trials. 
34 Leppin (2003): 21. 
35 For similar arguments, see Matthews (2015): 166. 
36 Leppin (2003): 21.  
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Maximus himself may not have been entirely aware of all the conversations going on in 

his court, especially if he were not in Trier. Each of these officials could alter, change, or 

leave out information about the trials in their reports, leading to possible confusion 

amongst the bureaucracy and between the bureaucracy and Maximus. Helmut Leppin has 

also cautioned historians that emperors had to rely on the loyalty of their officials if they 

were not present themselves, and that officials themselves had to be warned to follow the 

rules.37 Maximus would be reliant on what he was told by Evodius, who, in turn, relied 

on what he had been told by any number of individuals.  

It is also unclear whether Evodius waited until several Priscillianists were 

convicted or whether he presented the case of Priscillian to Maximus alone. This is a 

vital distinction. Evodius sent the case to Maximus to determine the precise punishments 

for the conviction.38 However, Sulpicius compressed the trial of Priscillian with the 

others: Evodius found Priscillian guilty and placed him in his own custody until the 

situation could be brought to Maximus, and when Maximus was informed, he decided 

that the Priscillianists should be given the capital punishment.39 Sulpicius switches from 

Priscillian to the Priscillianists. Did Maximus decide capital punishment only for 

Priscillian because that was the only case presented to him, or was Priscillian presented 

alongside the other cases all at once? Sulpicius also makes a strange duplication by 

following this statement by going back and providing detail about the trials by Ithacius 

and then Patricius.40 In the magic trials, Maximinus informed Valentinian I of a 

‘conspiracy’ and that the problems were more rampant than he had initially thought after 

multiple interrogations had been conducted. Valentinian I then passed sentence on all of 

the convicted, deciding on capital punishment in at least some cases.41 This is the most 

likely explanation for the slight discrepancy in how Sulpicius presents the trials. If 

Maximus was presented with all of the verdicts at once, then, like Valentinian I he was 

presented with multiple cases that were represented to him as a ‘group’ convicted of 

sorcery, sexual immorality, and, likely Manichaeanism. The verdict against Priscillian, 

then, was a verdict given with the understanding that Priscillian was part of a group that 

had already been convicted of crimes. 

In summary, the trials of all of the Priscillianists listed in Sulpicius were probably 

 
37 Leppin (2003): 24.  
38 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:158a; 2.50.3.  
39 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 158b; 2.50.3. 
40 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 158b-160a; 2.51. 
41 See p 70. 
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tried by Evodius and other officials. Maximus was likely outside of Trier, or, at least, not 

present for the trials themselves. As the convictions and investigations accumulated, 

Evodius sent the convictions to Maximus, and Maximus decided on capital punishment, 

though not for all of the Priscillianists as Sulpicius initially states. The verdicts, then, 

were most likely considered as a group of cases. By this I mean that Maximus either 

considered all of the verdicts as reflecting from a concrete group or simply as a number 

of related crimes that he was being given all at once. Since there is no information about 

any of the trials of the other Priscillianists, I will consider the verdicts against them in the 

next chapter. 
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11. The Verdicts 
 The verdicts against the Priscillianists in Sulpicius are the following: Priscillian 

was executed alongside Felicissimus and Armenius, both priests; Latronianus, a writer; 

Euchrotia; Asarbus; and the deacon Aurelius. Instantius, now defrocked by the Synod of 

Bordeaux, and Tiberianus were exiled to the Scilly Islands, and Tiberianus also suffered 

confiscation of his property. Tertullus, Potamius, and John, otherwise unknown, were 

temporarily exiled to Gaul after confessing before the investigations began.1 To these, 

Jerome added Julian, who was executed as well.2 Ambrose implies Hyginus was led into 

exile by officials, likely as part of the Priscillianist verdicts.3 After the trials ended, 

Ithacius was expelled from his see for his behaviour; Hydatius abdicated his see, though 

tried to regain it later.4 According to Prosper, Ursacius, who is otherwise unattested, was 

also removed from communion in 389.5  

Historians have been confused about these verdicts because they have assumed 

that the verdicts were in direct response and/or an extension to the controversy that 

preceded them. The verdicts, however, were products of Maximus, his decision-making, 

and his various internal and external problems, not the earlier disputes. The final verdicts 

were a separate process with different considerations, parameters, definitions, and 

expectations. The verdicts seem unusual only because our surviving ecclesiastical authors 

understood the controversy solely as an episcopal problem and treat the trials and the 

verdicts as extensions of that controversy. Ecclesiastical authors also considered 

Manichaeanism a kind of heresy but they do not all seem to have completely understood 

that sorcery and Manichaeanism were traditionally within imperial jurisdiction.6 I will 

argue here that each of the verdicts reflects Maximus’ awareness of the seriousness of the 

convictions against the Priscillianists, the potential danger to church unity caused by the 

controversy, and the rhetorical utility—and the real fear—of finding ‘Manichaeans’ and 

sorcerers. I will also argue that the verdicts against Priscillian are more understandable if 

we look at the verdicts against the Priscillianists as a group, which, in any case, may have 

 
1 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 158c; 2.51.2. 
2 Jerome De viris inl. CXXII. Jerome records no other information about Julian. 
3 Ambrose Ep. 30 [24].12. Ego vero libenter, etsi me plerique insidias evasurum non crederent, ingressus 

sum iter, hoc colo dolore percitus, quod Hyginum episcopum senem exilium duci conperi, cui nihil iam nisi 

extremus superesset spiritus. 
4 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20: 158d; 2.51.3. 
5 Itacius et Ursacius episcopi ob necem Priscilliani, cuius accusatores fuerant, ecclesiae communione 

privantur. Prosper 389.  
6 Chadwick (1976): 120. See also Bravo Bosch (2009): 316; van Waarden (2014): 136. 
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been how Priscillian’s conviction was presented to Maximus. Such an analysis will show 

that the verdicts were quite predictable based on contemporary issues and long-term 

trends.  

Firstly, historians tend to only look at the execution of Priscillian without 

referencing any of the other verdicts, which makes the verdicts overall appear worse than 

they really were. Sulpicius, like Ammianus, focused on the most violent and the most 

tragic of the verdicts while leaving out key information and context. Like the earlier 

magic trials, the number of people punished was small relative to the fear and 

controversy that the verdicts caused. Lenski counted nine named aristocrats executed, 

three exiled, and four acquitted during the magic trials; he further pointed out that even 

Ammianus acknowledged that Valentinian I eventually backed down.7 For comparison, 

according to Sulpicius only, Maximus executed seven named individuals, temporarily 

exiled three to Gaul, deported one to the Scilly Islands, exiled another to the Scilly 

Islands and confiscated his property.8 Not long after, Maximus sent armed tribunes to 

Hispania to find more of Priscillian’s sympathisers.9 This resembles Valentinian I and 

Valens’ decision to expand the magic trials, and contains similar elements to the 

Constantian trials. To better understand each verdict and Maximus’ overall approach to 

the Priscillianists, we must look at each known individual, what role they played in the 

controversy, and how these factors are reflected in their punishment.  

Sidestepping the issue of whether Priscillian was the originator of the ideas 

attributed to him, the fact is that his contemporaries considered him to be the leader and 

originator of ‘Priscillianism’. Priscillian's poor decisions to skip both the council in 380 

and the synod in 384 would likely be interpreted as extremely suspicious by other 

bishops and by imperial officials. The violence in Mérida was a serious problem. It was 

the imperial capital of the diocese of Hispania and the violence was a result of 

Priscillian’s actions, regardless of his intentions. Priscillian had also been very publicly 

barred from three other imperial cities: Bordeaux, Rome, and Milan. He was also 

opposed by the bishop of a fourth: Mérida. Yes, these are all facts that were taken out of 

context when Priscillian was brought to trial, but these facts looked bad regardless. The 

bishops of Faro, Trier, and Agens all opposed Priscillian as well.10 Taken out of context, 

Priscillian looked like the one out of communion: a trouble-maker whose practices were 

 
7 Lenski (2002): 221-222. 
8 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:158a-c; 2.51.1.  
9 Sulpicius Dial. PL 20: 218a; 3.11.3.  
10 See Chapter 6 for other bishops likely opposed to Priscillian. 
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suspected by at least these seven bishops, and who had been accused of being a ‘false 

bishop’ and ‘Manichaean’. Considering that most of Gallaecia was also fervent in its 

support for Priscillian, Priscillian posed a significant risk for further spreading what 

Maximus would have considered bad behaviour.  

Maximus also factored in the well-known rumours surrounding Procula and the 

prior concerns about sexual impropriety at Zaragoza. Priscillian had done nothing to 

assuage these concerns by his refusal to explicitly respond to them, by his travels from 

Hispania to Italy with unmarried women and widows, and by his refusal to attend both 

Zaragoza and Bordeaux. Priscillian’s published writings argued for gender equality, at 

least in spiritual terms, and his group practiced mixed gender meetings in ‘hiding’ places. 

The long-standing rumours of sexual immorality and abortion stemming from 

Priscillian’s visit to Euchrotia’s and Procula’s estate were widely known, and were likely 

also in the report Maximus received. The charge of holding nocturnal meetings with 

immoral women was likely both a reference to sexual immorality and sorcery. These are 

very old, traditional concerns. The stoning of Urbica shows that there was already public 

action against the Priscillianists. This would indicate that the verdicts against Priscillian 

and Euchrotia, and likely Procula, would have been met with at least some approval. As 

previously suggested, these kinds of crimes at long-standing cultural meaning, and 

focusing on them gave emperors a level of social currency.  

As for the ‘obscene doctrines’ charge against Priscillian, this probably refers to 

sorcery but may also allude or refer to Manichaeanism—as an illegal religion, not a 

heresy. While Manichaeanism was associated with both sorcery and sexual immorality, it 

was a distinct charge that was also associated with secrecy, conspiracy, and treason. 

Priscillian was openly opposed to the city and gender hierarchies, deliberately caused 

violence, and lacked support from established bishops. While taken out of context, all 

these together could be used to suggest Priscillian was not the Christian he claimed to be 

but was really a Manichaean in disguise. Chapter 6 showed that some areas of Hispania, 

such as Gallaecia where Priscillianism was most popular, had different understandings of 

propriety and could be quite isolated from wider dialogues. Priscillian may genuinely 

have been unaware that what he was doing would no longer be tolerated legally and was 

not tolerated in other religious environments. van Waarden argued that the original 

charges were probably maleficium, as Manichaeanism was not brought up in the 
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charges.11 However, the only source for the charges is Sulpicius who tried to distance 

Martin of Tours from the Priscillianists as much as possible. It is not surprising Sulpicius 

does not mention Manichaeanism specifically even though Priscillian had been accused 

of it since 381. The Gallic Chronicler of 452 refers to them as Manichaeans, as likely 

does Filastrius.12 Priscillian’s letters refer to accusations of Manichaeanism.13 There is no 

reason to disregard all of these sources to try and make the charges into heresy or a 

broadly defined category like maleficium. The question does remain, admittedly, as to 

whether the verdicts given to Maximus were sorcery or Manichaeanism. I am inclined to 

argue that Manichaeanism was one of the charges brought to Maximus simply because so 

many contemporaries understood Priscillian as a Manichaean. 

Factoring into the decision-making of Maximus was the presence of so many 

social elites among the Priscillianists. As with the magic trials, Maximus’ concern was 

with the association of so many aristocrats with the group, and the association of sorcery 

with treason.14 A.D. Lee has noted the similarities between the Priscillianist verdicts, 

specifically the sorcery charge, and the concerns of Valentinian I and Valens about 

sorcery and treason, but expressed doubt as to how the Priscillianists could be viewed as 

the same possible political threat as the Roman or Antiochene aristocrats.15 I argue here 

that Maximus was in a vastly different position than either Valentinian I and Valens, who 

were both legitimate rulers. All three emperors were in periods of acute crises. In these 

periods, emperors in general were significantly less willing to tolerate perceived bad 

behaviour. Maximus had little to no recognition beyond his own borders. Several lay 

Priscillianists were also known relatives of Gratian’s administration and likely 

maintained relationships with elites outside Maximus’ territories. These latter factors 

were likely the final straw. Opportunism and the politics of the court were also major 

determining factors in ensuring the sorcery and Manichaeanism charges. Old rumours 

and suggestion did the rest.  

The other clerics and former clerics were either permanently exiled or executed 

because they would have been considered leaders of this dangerously subversive group 

of sorcerers and Manichaeans. Instantius travelled with Priscillian and was also barred 

 
11 van Waarden (2014): 148. See Burrus (1995): 97.  
12 Gallic Chronicler of 452, 385; Matthews (1975): n 8 p 162. 
13 Priscillian Tract 2.141-145. 
14 See also Lee (2013): 42.  
15 Lee (2013): 47. I would also suggest that modern historians have access to information that Maximus 

may not have had, such as the surviving writings of Priscillian. We are also, perhaps, more aware that the 

accusations were intended as slander. 
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from Bordeaux, Rome, and Milan; he had also been defrocked by the Synod of 

Bordeaux. Maximus likely concluded that Instantius was now officially considered 

unorthodox and was no longer a cleric. The factors that saved Instantius from execution 

were that he did not participate in the violence in Mérida, he did not publish anything 

relating to Priscillianism, and he did not finance the group. His permanent exile to the 

Scilly Islands reflected these factors and was likely meant as a kind of disciplinary action 

for these bad behaviours.16 On the other hand, Felicissimus and Armenius were priests, 

and Aurelius was a deacon, hence all three were also executed. The fact that they were 

executed instead of exiled may reflect their relatively low social status and/or a higher 

degree of participation in the group’s activities. Hyginus, one of the bishops who went to 

Mérida with Priscillian, was exiled, likely by Maximus since Ambrose implies Hyginus 

was led into exile by officials.17 Chadwick suggested that Maximus exiled Hyginus as 

punishment for supporting Priscillian.18 This is probably correct. I add to it that Hyginus 

was also responsible for the violence against Vincent, an act certainly known to 

Theodosius, who had been informed of it two years earlier. Hyginus was likely 

permanently exiled because he participated in two incidents of violence and supported 

Priscillian, regardless of his reasons for doing so. 

There were several authors associated with the group who would be considered 

dangerous since they were ‘spreaders’ of what Maximus considered dangerous ideas and 

practices. Latronianus and Asarbus had written and published defences of the group. 

They must have been doing so early since they are both mentioned in Priscillian’s letter 

to Damasus. I have suggested already that they had begun publishing these apologies 

when Priscillian wrote his own. Tiberianus was another Priscillianist writer. There is no 

indication he wrote a defence, but the fact that he was a known writer could make him 

potentially dangerous.19 He was a lay supporter, but he may have been a wealthy lay 

supporter. These factors account for his permanent exile and the confiscation of his 

property rather than execution like Asarbus and Latronianus.20 Fourth-century legislation 

focused on preventing the spread of dangerous ideas and sorcery. As Chapters 1-4 

 
16 See Errington’s assessment of Valens and the bishops. Errington (1997): 26. 
17 Ambrose Ep. 30[24].12. Ego vero libenter, etsi me plerique insidias evasurum non crederent, ingressus 

sum iter, hoc colo dolore percitus, quod Hyginum episcopum senem exilium duci conperi, cui nihil iam nisi 

extremus superesset spiritus. 
18 Chadwick (1976): 134, 145. Why Symposius went unharmed is a mystery, but his exact identity is not 

universally agreed upon either. See n 107 p 102. 
19 See p 105-106 for all three individuals. 
20 According to Jerome, Tiberianus did return from exile. Either Sulpicius recorded the penalty against 

Tiberianus incorrectly or this may reflect a pardon. Jerome De viris inl. CXXIII.  
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showed, penalties for sorcery increased in scope and punishment. The most recent 

example was Lollianus, executed during the magic trials for writing and possessing a 

book of sorcery. The penalties against the Priscillianists are harsher than those given by 

Theodosius against heretics and there appears to have been no chance given to recant, 

which is more in line with penalties against sorcerers than heretics.  

There were likely multiple accusations of sexual immorality against aristocratic 

women, reflecting long-standing concerns with wealthy women’s behaviour, sexual 

immorality, and disruption to gender hierarchy. As we saw with the magic trials, wealthy 

women could be especially vulnerable to accusations and charges of sexual immorality if 

they were associated with convicted men. In 385, all three emperors were concerned 

about sexual immorality. Euchrotia and likely Procula, were probably among the 

‘immoral women’ referred to in Sulpicius. Euchrotia and her wealth—and the wealth of 

the other Priscillianists—was, of course, an additional attraction, but it was not the 

primary motivation. There were plenty of causes for concern. There were the well-known 

facts that Euchrotia had allowed Priscillian to stay on her property while her unmarried 

daughter was on the estate; the rumours of rape and abortion; and the mixed gender 

travels to Italy. Euchrotia was guilty by her association with Priscillian, her own 

behaviour, and because she was Priscillian’s patron and financier. This accounts for why 

Maximus decided to have her executed. It is possible that Procula is not mentioned 

because authors wanted to protect the surviving family members, but she may have been 

executed as well. I would also suggest that the execution of Euchrotia may have been a 

result of an accusation by a family member, as this was allowed by Constantinian 

legislation, even in cases involving clergy, as Valentinian I allowed.21 

There are several others involved in the dispute whom we do not know enough 

about to judge their role in the controversy. Maximus gave the three temporarily exiled to 

Gaul lesser sentences because they confessed before the trials started and were 

considered less important.22 What position these men played in the ‘group’ is unknown or 

how much they were involved in the controversy. It may be that their willingness to turn 

state’s evidence and their minor role in the controversy contributed to their lesser 

sentences. In his entry on Latronianus, Jerome added that a man named Julian was also 

executed but there is no indication of who this individual was and he is not attested 

 
21 See p 50, 53-54, 71-72. 
22 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:158c; 2.51.1. Whether Tertullus, Potamius, and John were clerics is unknown. 
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elsewhere.23 Julian may also have been a writer since he is paired with Latronianus. If so, 

he would have been executed for the same reasons as Latronianus and Asarbus. These 

minor figures, when added to all the other verdicts, show us that Maximus’ actions 

against the Priscillianists were not unilateral punishments or evidence of violent 

exclusivist Nicene Christianity. The verdicts taken as a whole and in context demonstrate 

that Maximus based each of the final sentences on the level of participation and the role 

that a specific member of the group played.  

The investigations into Hispania after the penalties were given to the 

Priscillianists may have included related and unrelated trials for treason, sorcery, and 

sexual immorality, as well as trials resulting from opportunism. Paulinus of Nola and his 

brother may have been targeted by Maximus or his officials and had their property 

confiscated. Paulinus’ brother may have been executed.24 It is not clear when these events 

occurred, though the last years of Maximus’ reign have been suggested.25 Sivan argued 

that since Pacatus does not list Paulinus’ brother as one of Maximus’ ‘victims’, Maximus 

had nothing to do with his death.26 I would argue, however, that people took advantage of 

the confusion surrounding around major trial series. Paulinus and his brother might not 

have been targets of officials or Maximus at all, but by familial relations trying to use the 

confusion following the usurpation and the Priscillianist trials to gain control of 

substantial property, hence Pacatus does not list Paulinus or his brother.27 In past 

usurpations, emperors made considerable efforts to minimise these kinds of problems.28 

This would also help explain Sulpicius’ complaint that anyone could be accused of being 

a Priscillianist.29  

The Priscillianist trials also overlapped with entirely unrelated cases that lent to 

the confusion surrounding the verdicts against the Priscillianists. Ambrose’s letter on his 

second embassy, c386, repeats a rumour that Maximus had killed Vallio. Maximus 

replied that if Vallio had not committed suicide, he would have brought him to Châlons-

 
23 Jerome De viris inl. CXXII. 
24 Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 89 p 482, pointing to Paulinus of Nola Carmen 21.41 and Pan. Lat. 

II(12).25.2.  
25 Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 89 p 482; Sivan (1996a): 174. 
26 Sivan (1996a): 175. 
27 See, for instance, CTh 4.22.2-3. Sivan adds that the Treasury would benefit from the confiscation and 

likely did little to stop the charges against Paulinus himself. Sivan (1996a): 175. However, this does not 

mean that Maximus or his officials targeted him. They were just not opposed to treating him as a potential 

threat, or, simply, they treated it as a regular case rather than considering the case an act of opportunism by 

his relatives. 
28 Bono (2019): 76-84. 
29 See p 167-168. 
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sur-Saône, near Autun, and burnt him alive.30 Pacatus implied Vallio’s death was 

justifiable because he remained excessively loyal to Gratian.31 As mentioned previously, 

emperors were not inclined to execute high ranking military officials. Vallio may have 

been the magister equitum under Gratian, so he must have been associated with 

something quite serious for Maximus to admit that he would have executed him.32 

Ambrose also states Maximus murdered Vallio for his loyalty to Gratian.33 Burning alive 

for treason or sorcery is possible. If the rumour Ambrose refers to was recent, this would 

place the death or execution of Vallio close to 385/6, at roughly the same time as 

Martin’s attempt to free Narses and Leucadius in exchange for rejoining communion 

with the bishops who supported the trials.34 What is most likely is that Vallio, Narses, and 

Leucadius stayed openly loyal to Gratian, and by doing so were causing serious 

problems. As we saw with the magic trials, individuals associated with the previous 

dynasty could fall under suspicion of sorcery since emperors were already concerned 

about the threat they posed.35 I would suggest that Vallio may have died by suicide rather 

than face a trial, as happened in the magic trials.36 Alternatively Vallio, as Pacatus 

suggests, may have been killed during the initial stages of the revolt by the troops for his 

refusal to join the rebellion. This may or may not have been done with the permission of 

Maximus. As in other cases, troops and generals could act without direct orders. The 

fates of Narses and Leucadius, at least, certainly did get folded into the fight over the 

Priscillianist trials. They may have been either freed or their sentences commuted. 

There is some evidence that, like Valentinian I, Maximus eventually backed down 

from the investigations into Hispania. After at least some of the trials, Martin did re-join 

 
30 Ambrose Ep. 30[24].11. Respondi: ‘Hoc audivimus quod occidi iussus sit’, ‘Sed si ipse sibi vim non 

intulisset, iusseram eum deduci Cabylunnum et ibi vivum exuri’. 
31 Pan. Lat. II(12).28.4-5; Rodgers (1981): 100. Quod si cui ille pro ceteris sceleribus suis minus crudelis 

fuisse videtur, vestrum is, vestrum, Balio triumphalis et trabeated Merobaudes, recordetur interitum: 

quorum alter post amplissimos magistratus et purpuras consulares et contractum intra unam domum 

quondam honorum senatum vita sese abdicare compulsus est, alteri minibus satellitum Britannorum gula 

domi fracta et inusta feminae mortis infamia, ut scilicet maluisse vir feri amantissimus videretur laqueo 

perir quam gladio. Se in illos fortasse speciales putaretur habuisse odiorum causas tyrannus. Seteterat enim 

uterque in acie Gratiani et Gratianus utrumque dilexerat. Quid de his dicemus qui onorum ac principum 

nescii et tantum inter suos clari nobiles animas sub carnifice fuderunt? 
32 Count Theodosius had used this punishment against deserters in the war with Firmus. Ammianus 

29.5.31. 
33 Ambrose Ep. 30[24].11. ‘Sed si ipse sibi vim non intulisset, iusseram eum deduci Cabylunnum et ibi 

vivum exuri'. Respondi: 'Ergo propterea et illum creditum est quod eum occideris. Quis autem sibi 

parcendum putaret, cum occisus sit bellator strenuus, miles fidelis, comes utilis?' 
34 Sulpicius Dial. PL 20: 218a-b; 3.11.8-9. 
35 See p 73. 
36 See p 74-75. Leanne Bablitz’s recent analysis of trials in Tacitus shows that not all trials ended in 

convictions, as Tacitus implies. Some end in dropped charges, defendants died by natural causes, and some 

died by suicide before charges or verdicts could be delivered. Bablitz (2015): 76-81.  
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communion, presumably on the basis of the deal with Maximus. The public opposition of 

Martin, Theognitus, and Ambrose were serious problems. This suggests that there were a 

number of concerns at stake in the whirlwind of trials after Priscillian. This later deal 

likely reflected Maximus’ awareness that he needed to back down, just as Valentinian I 

had a decade earlier. If he framed his decision as an ‘agreement’ with Martin, this, of 

course, would also reflect well on him, particularly if it meant also pardoning or 

minimising the punishments for Leucadius and Narses. Such a pardon would allow him 

to display imperial clemency, and make it clear to Leucadius and Narses to whom they 

owed such clemency. This was a major part of imperial rhetoric. Maximus thus gained 

the support of Martin and, presumably, Leucadius and Narses. Backing off the trials, 

then, removed several internal impediments to Maximus’ authority. Aside from the 

possible individuals named above, there are no other known trials under Maximus. I 

would argue that Pacatus’ portrayal of the verdicts as excessive—though entirely 

unjustifiable—is a consequence of genre: Pacatus focuses on the female associates of 

Priscillian for a variety of reasons, as Olivares Guillem states, but I would add that the 

purpose of focusing on the female followers was to portray the verdicts as excessive.37 

The alleged excessive cruelty of a ‘tyrant’ is a staple of the genre, it does not reflect the 

majority view at the time of the trials, nor does it match the mostly complimentary 

remembrances of Maximus in other authors. 

Overall, Maximus and his officials primarily targeted those most responsible for 

the group’s behaviour and expansion. Each case has been discussed individually along 

with possible additional cases. As Part I showed, emperors targeted deviant groups’ 

access to funds, space, and their ability to spread their ideas. There is no surviving 

evidence that Maximus targeted access to space, but an in-depth analysis of the known 

verdicts shows that Maximus’ verdicts primarily targeted the Priscillianists’ leadership, 

authors, and financiers, not every member of the ‘group’ equally.38 The verdicts, 

therefore, are not unusual. Post-tetrarchic emperors tended to conduct several trial series 

 
37 Olivares Guillem (2001): 120-121. Though, as Olivares Guillem adds, blame was at least somewhat 

shifted to the bishops for proposing capital punishment. See also Escribano Paño (1990): 268-269. 
38 Errington noted that Maximus executed the central figures and exiled the more marginal members but 

only connected this to Maximus’ attempts at uniting Gallic and Hispanic orthodox to his rule, and does not 

refer to the past precedents for this approach. Errington (2006): 206. An interesting comparison to make is 

the similarity of imperial actions against ‘seditious’ groups and ‘deviant’ groups. After the burning of the 

Caesarion in a riot in 366, Valens gave harsher punishments to the leaders, but likely gave lesser penalties 

to those who had only committed violence. Lenski (2002): 216. If Valens interpreted the violence as a form 

of maiestas, or treason, then targeting leaderships was usual. Other participants were usually charged with 

violence, which carried lesser penalties. Barnard (1995): 131. Further, I have shown that laws against 

seditious groups often targeted leaders. 
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in response to usurpations or new reigns, especially targeting treason, sorcery, and sexual 

immorality. The Priscillianist trials themselves are thus not unusual either. The death of 

Urbica may have indicated to Maximus that imperial restraint and control was needed. 

Maximus’ previous experience during Firmus’ revolt would have taught him how easily 

this could happen. The lack of solid criticism against Maximus suggests that, unlike 

Valentinian I, Maximus realised the need for even-handedness sooner and acted with a 

greater awareness of his audience. His letters to Valentinian II and Siricius explaining his 

reasoning also indicate that he was able to do so. 

How Maximus justified the Priscillianist trials and verdicts ought to be 

considered a separate process from the decision-making process itself. The two surviving 

letters of Maximus were written after many or all of the trials were over, and they were 

after some bishops had criticised the civil trial of Priscillian. His ideological 

justifications for the trials in the letters can still tell us how he understood his role as 

emperor and his reasoning for the trials, but it must also be understood that there was a 

propagandistic element to these letters. 
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12. Ideological Justifications for the 

Trials 
The aftermath of the trials may not have been as great as our surviving sources 

suggest, but the justifications for the trials given by Maximus are still vitally important 

for understanding how Maximus legitimised and explained the trials to others. This 

chapter will discuss Maximus’ ideological justifications for the trials in his letter to 

Siricius and how Maximus understood his role as emperor in his letter to Valentinian II. 

Taken together, Maximus wanted to use the Priscillianist trials as proof that he could 

target and remove dangerous deviancy to protect the unity and virtue of the empire and of 

the churches by charging and convicting the Priscillianists according to Roman law. This 

argument and each of its constituent parts trace back to the First Tetrarchy and to 

Constantine I, including Maximus’ assertion of a close connection with the divine. 

Unity of the empire and law and order as requirements for a good emperor had 

been standard imperial rhetoric since the First Tetrarchy, and Maximus needed an 

opportunity to demonstrate that he met these requirements as it became clear he may not 

gain any further recognition from his co-rulers. Valentinian II sent a letter to Siricius in 

February 385 congratulating him on his recent election. The letter is signed in his own 

name, and the names of Theodosius and Arcadius, but not that of Maximus.1 A rescript 

from 386, likely from Theodosius to Sallust, City Prefect, regarding the construction of 

St Paul’s Basilica shows that Theodosius had a significant voice in Rome.2 The Gallic 

Chronicler of 452 stated that in 385 Maximus entered into a treaty or alliance with 

Valentinian II out of fear of Theodosius’ authority or influence.3 As previously stated, 

there are few demonstrable results from Maximus’ diplomatic efforts, such as appearing 

on Valentinian II’s coinage, and it is not at all clear what the Gallic Chronicler of 452 

meant by foedus or imperium. It is possible, as Vera suggested, that there may have been 

some kind of military action or demonstration of strength by Theodosius that led to this 

foedus with Valentinian II.4 The Gallic Chronicler of 452 also described Maximus as 

pursuing the ‘Manichaeans’ with the ‘upmost exertion’.5 Maximus conducted the 

 
1 Coleman-Norton (1966b): #220 p 396-397. 
2 Coleman-Norton (1966b): #211 p 412-414.  
3 Gallic Chronicler of 452, 385. Maximus timens Orientalis imperii principem Theodosium cum 

Valentiniano foedus iniit. See Chapters 8-9 for discussions of previous embassies. 
4 Vera (1975): 290-297. Vera’s arguments are reasonable, but they are based heavily on short and abstruse 

passages in Themistius. A separate study on Themistius would be necessary to determine what these very 

brief references refer to, assuming they refer to Maximus. 
5 Gallic Chronicler of 452, 385. Apud Treveros Manichei deprehensi summon Maximi studio exterminati.  
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Priscillianist trials because he needed to enforce his authority in a dangerous period.6 The 

fear of Manichaeanism was not just a fear of sorcery, but also of sexual immorality, 

treason, and other forms of disruption.7 Whether the Gallic Chronicler of 452 reflects any 

of the original propaganda surrounding the trials is completely lost, but considering these 

other issues it is likely that Maximus, like Valentinian I, kept a firm hand over the trials. 

He likely used them as a means of publicly advertising that he was not going to tolerate 

dissention and bad behaviour, in much the same way as past mass trials. While it is true, 

as Matthews stated, that it was hard to enforce the bans on Manichaeanism and 

associating with Manichaeans, this difficulty would give ‘finding’ Manichaeans even 

more rhetorical value and would give Maximus more legitimacy.8 He needed to do so not 

only to enforce unity within his portion of the empire, but to signal to his co-rulers that 

he was legitimate. 

Maximus’ letter to Valentinian II demonstrates that Maximus understood the 

ideological necessity of arguing for church unity and the value of religious unity for the 

empire, and that he could use disunity/illegitimacy rhetoric against Valentinian II. The 

utility of the Priscillianist controversy in demonstrating Maximus’ orthodoxy to the 

Nicene Churches, Valentinian II, and/or Theodosius has been noted by others.9 The most 

recent use of disunity/illegitimacy rhetoric was the ‘cold war’ between Constans and 

Constantius II over Athanasius and theological unity of the churches.10 This rhetoric 

largely disappeared in imperial rhetoric under the Valentinians. Valentinian I avoided 

religious disputes and left things as they were, and, for the most part, Valens followed 

Valentinian I as previously stated.11 Maximus made the argument for leaving things alone 

but only in relation to Catholic churches and not to all churches.12 He argued that 

Valentinian II was failing as an emperor because he was not leaving the Catholic 

Church—now defined in solely Nicene terms—as he found it, but was removing 

legitimate priests from their churches and disturbing order, specifically stating that these 

actions risked causing discord and sedition. This is not entirely the religious policy of 

Valentinian I, but it supports Maximus’ argument that he was defending tradition, even 

from Valentinian II, should Maximus decide he was the enemy.13 If Valentinian II were 

 
6 See also Chadwick (1976): 111. 
7 For a similar argument, see Matthews (1975): 167. 
8 Matthews (1975): 167. 
9 Olivares Guillem (2001): 118-119.  
10 See p 52. 
11 Ammianus 30.9.5. 
12 Coll. Avell. 39.1-2. 
13 Coll. Avell. 39.5-7. Compare to McLynn (1994): 208. Maximus was not the only person to manipulate 
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sufficiently pious (Nicene), he would not have taken away the churches or condoned the 

religious disunity within the church, two deeds that risked making him unqualified to be 

emperor.14 The actual problems and debates going on in Milan, as with the Priscillianist 

controversy, were irrelevant to these inter-imperial dialogues on exclusivity and the 

emperor’s duty to enforce unity.15  

The Priscillianist dispute and the basilica problems in Milan were both used to 

demonstrate Maximus’ orthodoxy and Valentinian II’s questionable legitimacy. Proulx 

noted that the letter refers to Arianism as a way of additionally promoting Maximus’ 

claims to legitimacy.16 I suggest here that Maximus refers to Arianism as illegitimate on 

the basis of its dissent from what is ‘universally’ accepted as orthodoxy. Maximus 

emphasises the unity of Gaul, Aquitania, Hispania, Rome, and Africa for much of the 

letter.17 He described the behaviour of Illyricum and the Arians, and, by implication 

Valentinian II himself, as deliberate dissent from the exemplum.18 The argument that all 

of the territories Maximus mentions are all the same in religious terms is, of course, false, 

but what mattered was that Maximus projected an image of religious unity and that he 

implied Valentinian II was illegitimate based on disunity. The Priscillianist dispute and 

its ending are implied in Maximus’ above assertions of ruling over a unified territory. I 

qualify here that the Priscillianist dispute was not considered a matter of heresy by 

Maximus, though he did imply that the resolution of the Priscillianist controversy 

protected the Catholic churches.19 

Maximus’ claims of a close relationship to the divine were part of his justification 

for the Priscillianist trials and his own usurpation in his letter to Siricius. Maximus 

adjusted the official narrative of his rebellion in accordance with his audience by 

 
the policy of tolerance of Valentinian I: Ambrose, Ammianus, and Symmachus all used it for different 

purposes or emphasized different aspects for their own use. Hunt (2007): 71-72, 90-93. On 23 January 386, 

Theodosius also referred to those who dissented from the imperially recognized church as “authors of 

sedition and as disturbers of the peace of the church” who would be punished with treason and execution. 

CTh 16.4.1. See Matthews (1993): 38 for problems with CTh 16.4.1. 
14 Coll. Avell. 39.5-8. 
15 For present purposes, the finer details of the basilica crisis do not matter. McLynn has already devoted 

significant efforts into reconstructing the crisis and Ambrose’s other activities in Milan in 386. McLynn 

(1994): 170-237. What I am concerned with here is how Maximus presented the crisis in his letter to 

Valentinian II and for what purposes.  
16 Proulx (2010): n 60 p 90. 
17 Coll. Avell. 39.4. See also Errington (2006): 209. 
18 Coll. Avell. 39.4. …solum dissentiebat Illyricum. utinam quod errasset non extaret exemplum! utinam 

illud incolume Arrianae legis Mursinense oppidum permaneret et non ad iudicium quondam erroris miseri 

concidisset, ut, quia ipsos erudisset auctores, praecipua irati numinis ultione procumberet! 
19 Contra Escribano Paño, the Priscillianist verdicts were not a reflection of Nicene orthodoxy, though I 

certainly agree that the verdicts were used as a contrast with the disunity allegedly deliberatively caused by 

Valentinian II. Escribano Paño (2019): 55. 
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emphasising his piety at the beginning of the letter and reinforcing how important his 

faith was to him, implying a justification for his rebellion and his subsequent actions as 

emperor. Maximus interjects into this sentence between hoc…maiorem and 

cui…dignetur a reminder that he was baptised before his rebellion [statim salutary fonte 

conscenderim].20 It is not entirely clear if Maximus was implying that religious affairs 

were important to him because he did not wish to sin after being baptised or that he was 

unusually pious because he was willing to be baptised in the middle of his life, not at its 

end. This is probably also a subtle dig at Theodosius, his serious competitor for Italian 

attention, who had waited until he thought he was dying.21 McLynn suggested ad 

imperium ab ipso statim salutari fonte be taken together, perhaps implying that baptism 

was incorporated into his formal accession ceremony.22 It is a tantalising possibility, but 

is unfortunately unprovable. In omnibus semper…deus fautor affuerit is straightforward, 

but it is worth highlighting that Maximus uses fautor, protector, and custos with 

conatibus and successibus. Conatus can refer to endeavours, as P.R. Coleman-Norton 

translated, but it has several connotations. It can mean ‘undertaking’ or ‘effort’ or 

‘enterprise’ as Coleman-Nortion translated.23 This implies Maximus actively earned 

God’s favour and his position as emperor rather than it being bestowed on him by birth 

(Valentinian II) or circumstance (Theodosius).24 Successibus implies a positive or good 

result, which by the time the letter was written included his revolt, the death of Gratian, 

and at least some of the Priscillianist trials.25 Conatibus and successibus are also used in 

conjunction with statim salutary fonte conscenderim, both intended to highlight the 

 
20 Coleman-Norton translated deus as ‘Divinity’ but I prefer ‘God’. ‘Divinity’ is a neutral term more in 

keeping with Constantine I than emperors at the end of the century. The letter is also to a bishop who was 

unlikely to use a neutral term himself. Coleman-Norton (1966): #203 p 399. 
21 Socrates HE 5.6; Sozomen HE 7.4. This was not unusual for the fourth century, but Maximus’ argument 

here is that his decision to be baptized in the middle of life and in health was an indication of his superior 

piety and, therefore, his superiority to Theodosius. Baptism could be used a demonstration of faith and 

piety, but emperors were not necessarily “trapped” by the church because if this. Emperors like Valentinian 

I and Valens, as McLynn noted, did not change their behaviour or their perception of their duties. McLynn 

(1994): 109-110.  
22 McLynn (1994): n 10 p 161. Matthews thought the baptism happened after the death of Gratian. 

Matthews (1975): 165, notes.  
23 Coleman-Norton (1966b): #203 p 399.  
24 For similar arguments, see Escribano Paño (2019): 67. However, I disagree somewhat that the challenge 

to Valentinian II here is based primarily on heresy and Maximus’ allegation that Valentinian II broke with 

the exemplum of his father. Escribano Paño (2019): 61-62. Maximus challenge to Valentinian II, all 

evidence considered, is that he had not earned his place of emperor in the sense that he was not acting as an 

emperor should and does not have the experience necessary to do so. Maximus certainly considered 

Valentinian II to be Arian, but the crux of his argument is that Valentinian II is causing disruption and thus 

failing to follow the religious policies of Valentinian I. Social disruption and continuity were long-standing 

rhetorical attacks and were nothing particularly new. See Leppin (2007): 46-51 for what Leppin refers to as 

“life experience” as a virtue propagandised by Valentinian I and Valens.  
25 Coll. Avell. 40.1. For similar arguments, see Escribano Paño (1990): 263. 
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unique connection between Maximus and God and the presence of God in Maximus’ 

actions. Maximus’ claim to be favoured by God or to have acted with God’s consent was 

likely known elsewhere, as it appears in Sulpicius’ story of a confrontation between 

Maximus and Martin of Tours.26 Maximus was not arguing anything substantially 

different from any of his (post-) tetrarchic predecessors, who had also claimed a special 

relationship with the divine.27  

In regards to the removal of the Priscillianists and Maximus’ connection to the 

divine, Maximus had significant difficulty making this argument as it required 

differentiating for Siricius his view of the ecclesiastical-civil divine, a problem that 

existed only because of the execution of Priscillian and several other clerics. While 

Maximus had earlier suggested that the trials were, in a sense, God-ordained, not only 

was his version of the Priscillianist trials contested by some of the clergy, but as Antonio 

García Masegosa noted, his murder of Gratian could cause him serious trouble with 

clergy too.28 Maximus approached this problem by carefully showing deference to 

Siricius, calling him pater karissime, before addressing the relatively simple case of 

Agroecius.29 Maximus explained to Siricius that, as regards Agroecius, who unworthily 

tried to become a presbyter, such a matter was best and reverently kept for Catholic 

priests, not emperors.30 Should priests wish it, Maximus was willing to call for an 

assembly at the priests’ request and in a city of their choosing, so that they could examine 

what the custom and law in such a case was.31 The benefit of openly acknowledging the 

ecclesiastical-civil divide from the start and using this specific case is that this case does 

not have any of the kinds of difficult discussions that made up the Priscillianist 

controversy and the trials. It was a simple example of ecclesiastical discipline that 

Maximus used to demonstrate his awareness of clerical concerns. His letter to 

Valentinian II also states an emperor should not insert himself into religious debates, 

including heresy.32 No mention is made that at least three of the Priscillianists were 

 
26 Sulpicius VMart. 20.3.  
27 How this relates to Alan Cameron’s suggestion that Maximus was the first to use pontifex inclitus rather 

than pontifex maximus would require a larger study given the scarcity of evidence and the problems with 

discussing Zosimus’ depiction of Gratian’s refusal of the title. Cameron (2007): 376. Themistius’ oration to 

Valens upon his accession also argued divine will dictated the choice of Valens. Leppin (2007): 36-37. 

Themistius’ reasoning for invoking divine support in a panegyric at the start of a new reign is of course 

quite different than Maximus’ reason for claiming divine support for his usurpation in a letter to a bishop. 
28 García Masegosa (2003): 89. See also Escribano Paño (1990): 263; Olivares Guillem (2001): 117 for 

episcopal dissent over the Priscillianist trials. 
29 Coll. Avell. 40.2. 
30 Coll. Avell. 40.1-2. 
31 Coll. Avell. 40.2. 
32 Escribano Paño (2019): 63. Contrary to Escribano Paño, however, I do not argue that Maximus saw the 
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bishops; the groups is simply referred to as a monolithic block of ‘Manichaeans’, their 

actions nothing more than ‘criminal’.33 Manichaeanism and criminal law were 

traditionally within the civil sphere. The rest of the letter clarifies what Maximus 

considers to be criminal and, thus, within his own sphere, which included the 

Priscillianists. 

Maximus explains that the Priscillianists were criminals, tried openly by law, who 

were in affront to the divine and the unity of empire. There are multiple parts to 

Maximus’ argument. First, Maximus’ directly connects piety and serving God with his 

actions against a ‘polluted’ people defiled by sins.34 No group is named until Line 4. Line 

3 only identifies the group as inquinatus, scelera, and labe polluta deprehendit, which is 

juxtaposed by nostra provisio atque medicina. If Maximus had not quickly applied 

medicine, which came directly from fear of the highest God, and used the power 

therefrom, there would have irreparable and unnatural division and ruin.35 The basic 

(post-) tetrarchic principle remains: Maximus derives an unspecified power through his 

relationship to the divine, and it is through this that he was able to overcome the disunity 

caused by a still-unidentified group and their criminal behaviour.36 It is only in the next 

and final line that Maximus identifies this group as the Manichaeans. Maximus insists 

that the Manichaeans were tried in court and convicted by their own confessions. Siricius 

could consult the judicial record of their own injurious actions rather than Maximus’ 

words.37 The letter ends with an emphasis on Maximus’ modesty and virtue and his 

inability to repeat the groups’ various wrongdoings.38 We should not lose sight of the fact 

that Maximus is identifying them as a criminal group. They were dangerous to the unity 

of Maximus’ territories. In his letter to Valentinian II, following his grief over the dissent 

of the Arians and Valentinian II, Maximus explains that this dissent tempts divine 

 
Priscillianists as heretics, so his assertions here are not contradicted by his own behaviour. 
33 Coll. Avell. 40.4. Including ‘others’ into blocks or lumping such ‘others’ together was common as a way 

of coping with a complex reality and for rhetorically dumping opponents together. Kahlos (2011a): 167, 

170. Maijastina Kahlos also compiled a useful list of binary oppositions used in Christian literature, such as 

cleanliness/filthiness, holy/profane, etc. Kahlos (2011a): 194-195. Some of these are shared in legal 

literature and political rhetoric, such as what Kahlos refers to as unity/discord. 
34 Coll. Avell. 40.3. 
35 Coll. Avell. 40.3 …ut, nisi nostra prouisio atque medicina, quae ex dei summi timore ueniebat, his opem 

celeriter attulisset, ingens profecto diuulsio atque perditio fuisset exorta, ut uix sananda postea uitia 

concreuissent. 
36 For similar, see Escribano Paño (2019): 71. I emphasise, however, that Maximus is not at all unusual in 

claiming the ability and duty to remove such divisions. 
37 Coll. Avell. 40.4. Ceterum quid adhuc proxime proditum sit Manichaeos sceleris admittere, non 

argumentis neque suspicionibus dubiis uel incertis sed ipsorum confessione inter iudicia prolatis malo ex 

gestis ipsis tua sanctitas quam ex nostro ore cognoscat.  
38 Coll. Avell. 40.4 …quia huiuscemodi non modo factu turpia uerum etiam foeda dictu proloqui sine 

rubore non possumus. 
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vengeance.39 Maximus is essentially arguing that the presence of dissenters risks the 

safety of the empire by bringing down God’s wrath. Despite the change of religion, this 

is, at its core, the tetrarchic idea that it was the emperor’s duty to enforce order and 

Roman values, according to ancient Roman law.40 It was necessary to remove disunity 

and deviancy to ensure divine approval. The protection of the churches from the 

‘Manichaean’ Priscillian was, of course, meant to appeal to the churches in Italy.41  

However, ultimately, Maximus took the view of Priscillian as a criminal who was 

a threat to both the churches as a ‘false bishop’ and to his territories because of the social 

disruption and moral corruption associated with Manichaeanism since the First 

Tetrarchy. The churches were just one audience, church unity one problem of many. We 

should not assume that the protection of the churches and the attempt to appeal to the 

churches in this letter were Maximus’ only justifications for the verdicts. The letter to 

Siricius is a letter to a bishop, so it is written for that audience and in response to the 

specific issues raised. Naturally, Siricius would have been concerned about imperial 

overreach into what he considered ecclesiastical jurisdiction, but we should not assume 

that all Maximus considered was the churches. There is nothing new about Maximus’ 

overall approach to the Priscillianists as Manichaeans, responsible for various deviant 

behaviour.  

The language Maximus used to describe his actions and his reasoning for doing 

so is also consistent with legislation targeting deviancy since the First Tetrarchy. 

According to Maximus, his desire was to ensure the continued practice of the Catholic 

faith, emphasising unity and the complete removal of all dissent within the church.42 

Maximus described the united church as continuing illaesa et inuiolabilis, which, again, 

emphasises unity and purity. This purity was primarily theological but connoted bodily 

purity as well, similar to the tetrarchic marriage law and Constantinian legislation 

regarding sexual immorality. The use of inviolabilis and sceleratorum labe polluta to 

describe the offenders and medicina and sananda to refer to Maximus’ actions is a more 

extreme form of the Tetrarchic marriage law which also used scelera to refer to deviancy 

and bodily purity to define the order emperors represented.43 Concrescere, an unusual 

 
39 Coll. Avell. 39.4. …et non ad iudicium quondam erroris miseri concidisset, ut, quia ipsos erudisset 

auctores, praecipua irati numinis ultione procumberet! periculose, mihi crede, divina temptantur.  
40 See p 28-33. 
41 For similar, see Escribano Paño (1990): 264. 
42 Coll. Avell. 40.3: …ut fides catholica procul omni dissensione summota concordantibus universis 

sacerdotibus et unanimiter deo servientibus illaesa et inuiolabilis perseveret.  
43 See p 31-32. 
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word, continued the medical metaphor of the emperor as doctor, or caregiver, of the 

empire’s moral fabric.44 We saw repeatedly in this study that emperors considered 

maintaining Roman virtues, particularly chastity, as one of their principle duties as 

emperor. The medical analogy reinforced Maximus’ position on enforcing unity by 

emphasising its necessity and assuring Siricius that it came from a genuine, pious fear of 

God. Without Maximus’ actions, schisms would have erupted and destroyed public order 

and unity.45 The Edict against the Manichaeans especially makes this argument of the 

danger even one deviant group can have on Roman values, law and order, and unity.46 

The Edict also made the argument that it is out of duty to the gods to remove such 

groups. This is essentially Maximus’ argument as well, despite the change of religion. It 

was not, perhaps, until dissent broke out after the trials that Maximus understood that 

bishops would not all see it this way. However, Maximus was on firm ground from a 

civil standpoint. 

These ideological justifications for the trials, as important and genuine as they 

were, are not entirely sufficient explanations for Maximus’ decisions. Many of these 

ideological justifications had practical sides as well, and, as Ecribano Paño stated, there 

were two processes after usurpations: political-judicial and ideological. Maximus, in 

general, had to go through these processes, which I have already described. The 

ideological justifications for the trials, as I have argued, were very much tied to 

Maximus’ argumentation for his legitimacy. Ideological justifications, of course, have 

political dimensions. Maximus also had practical considerations for his decisions. The 

Priscillianist controversy presented a series of overlapping problems and—in Maximus’ 

view—a lot of elite misbehaviour and acts of public disorder. Keeping everyone in order 

is certainly part of the ideological role of the emperor, but Maximus had very real 

practical concerns about public violence and, importantly, where these acts were located. 

Further, the Priscillianists could compound Maximus’ other internal and external 

problems, some of which were connected to the ideological justifications for the trials 

just described.  

 
44 Coleman-Norton (1966b): n 6 p 402. 
45 Coll. Avell. 40.3. …ingens profecto divulsio atque perditio fuisset exorta. 
46 See p 35-37. 
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13. Practical Considerations for the 

Trials 
Valentinian I, Valens, Maximus, and their officials were all accused of greed and 

taking advantage of confiscation penalties in their conduct of their respective trials but 

there were additional security reasons and ideological value in conducting these trials.1 

The violence in Mérida alone would have given Maximus pause, especially since 

Priscillian’s own telling of the event implicates him in orchestrating it. This meant 

potential future violence, confirmed by the death of Urbica. Subsequent imperial actions 

after the trials suggest that Maximus viewed the Priscillianists as a kind of seditious 

conspiracy and his actions resemble tetrarchic actions in Egypt after the revolt in 297. 

The wealth of the Priscillianists and of Hispania in general also contributed to Maximus’ 

decision-making in the verdicts and afterwards. The divisions within the churches caused 

by the Priscillianist controversy, including the verdicts, were impediments to imperial 

authority, and needed to be resolved. Finally, prosecution of sorcery, sexual immorality, 

and treason signalled to a variety of audiences that imperial authority was going to be 

firm and absolute; the loose grip and inattentiveness of Gratian was over. 

 The prosperity and geographic and strategic importance of southern Gaul and 

Hispania would have been taken into account when Maximus considered the Priscillianist 

verdicts. Maximus was, first and foremost, a soldier. He was also a usurper who needed 

to ensure monetary supply. Narbonne was in the middle of the land route between Arles 

and Hispania, and between inland Gaul and the Mediterranean; it was thus a strategic 

area, particularly since Arles had a mint.2 The city of Eauze and the bishop of Astorga 

had supported Priscillian. The bishops of Tarragona, Zaragoza, Agens, possibly 

Empúries, and at least one other Gallaecian bishop were involved to varying degrees in 

the controversy. Several of these cities were major imperial centres or important 

harbours, and several were also fortified, perhaps as part of an unidentified military 

supply route.3 This possibility is interesting on its own, and if there was some kind of 

 
1 Ammianus 30.8.8-10; Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:158b-c; 2.51.1-2; Eunapius Frag. 6.39.9; Olivares Guillem 

(2001): 117. 
2 Matthews (1971): 1091-1092. Matthews pointed out here that the usurper Constantine (407-11) captured 

the region as soon as possible. For Narbonne, also see Underwood (2020): 377. Bordeaux, Tolouse, and 

Narbonne were the three major cities of the southern corridor of Gaul and were linked to each other and to 

both coasts. Underwood (2020): 374. See Figure 1 in Underwood (2020): 374. See p 43-44, 51-52, 64-65 

and notes for the importance of mints and access to minerals for the monetary supply and for imperial 

display. 
3 Bowes (2013): 206-210. 
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supply route, however informal, then Maximus, campaigning on the Rhine frontier, 

would not want supply disrupted. The Gallaecian mines may have also been put back into 

use.4 Gallaecia supported Priscillian before and after the trials. Road markers, especially 

along the Mérida-Zaragoza and Via Augusta roads, also indicate consistent imperial 

attention, including markers from Maximus.5 Further, as mentioned in Chapter 6, there is 

no evidence of a decline in the wealth or prosperity of Hispania in general. The location 

of the controversy was thus in areas where Maximus would have wanted control for 

reasons completely unrelated to the controversy itself. These considerations, however, 

would still have impacted his verdicts. 

Based these factors and his allegations that the Priscillianists were a kind of 

conspiracy of dissenters, Maximus appears to have considered the Priscillianist 

controversy as a kind of sedition, or a potential, loose sedition. The presence of many of 

the female relatives of the court of Gratian would have also been concerning, and the 

proximity of Cauca to Avila and the association of Eauze with Priscillian would have 

been worrisome.6 His verdicts and subsequent actions show similarities to tetrarchic 

reactions to the revolt in Egypt. I suggested that the First Tetrarchy likely responded to 

the revolt in Egypt by undergoing a process of finding ‘conspirators’, Manichaeans, 

sorcerers, and by reorganising provinces and renaming places in order to exert more 

imperial control.7 Maximus’ reaction to the controversy may have included reorganising 

the provinces, including creating and naming a new province in northern Hispania after 

himself.8 Matthews argued that the inscription noting the governor of the province 

indicated that the province was promoted from praesidial status to consular status, which 

he took as confirmation of Maximus’ origin.9 This is certainly possible. There is no 

known connection between Antonius Maximinus to the Priscillianist trials, however. 

The wealth of Hispania was certainly a factor in these imperial reorganisation 

efforts, much as it had been with the First Tetrarchy. More recently, in 380 Theodosius 

had separated Egypt from the diocese of Oriens and based the new Egypt diocese at 

 
4 Bowes (2013): 210-211.  
5 Van Nostrand (1937): 216-217. 
6 For similar arguments, see Escribano Paño (1990): 267. See Matthews (1975): 69-87 for the makeup of 

Gratian’s court, including the Bordeaux School and Paulinus. 
7 See p 39. 
8 The name of this province is incomplete, but he seems to have also named it after himself. There is a 

known consularis for this province. PLRE I Antonius Maximinus 9. The inscription specifies road repairs 

in Jaca, which has connections to Zaragoza, Tarraco, Astorga, a mountain pass, and the northern coast of 

Hispania. It was thus a strategic city. See Chastagnol (1965): 285-6 for the possibility that the province was 

given a consul by Maximus. Maximus’ other new province in Gaul has already been mentioned. See p 148. 
9 Matthews (1975): 174-175, with notes, following Chastagnol (1965): 284-286. 
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Alexandria based on imperial economic interests in the wealthy province.10 Viewed in 

this wider context, the verdicts against the Priscillianists were part of a wider programme 

of enforcing imperial control in a region that appeared to be committing sedition, 

however loosely defined. It is important, here, to remember that ‘appeared’ is the key 

phrase here. Unlike Diocletian, Maximus was not physically present, but was reliant on 

the word of his officials, who, as previously stated, had their own concerns and motives 

that may have led them to exaggerate the dangers of the Priscillianists and the extent of 

their crimes. Additionally, the association of Manichaeanism and treason, treason and 

secrecy, secrecy and conspiracy made it easier for Maximus to come to increasingly 

disturbing conclusions. His lack of recognition from his co-rulers made this worse. 

The verdicts were legally sound and Manichaeanism had reentered political 

rhetoric, giving Maximus social, cultural, and political currency; this had the practical 

benefit of giving Maximus more authority. Emperors and their officials rarely found 

‘Manichaeans’, but emperors still “continued to fire large rhetorical salvoes at the 

perceived problem”.11 In this sense, van Waarden was correct to call the death sentence 

“contrived”.12 However, this misses the rhetorical value of the convictions, the amount of 

strain Maximus was under, and the tendency for (post-) tetrarchic emperors to impose 

extreme punishments on elites for the kinds of behaviours of which Priscillian was 

accused. Priscillian’s interests and the charges made him look enough like a Manichaean 

to plausibly be a Manichaean and a sorcerer.13 The association of Manichaeanism with 

sorcery and sexual immorality would further boost Maximus’ legitimacy once Maximus 

removed the group.14 Theodosius had recently issued a series of increasingly hostile laws 

to these ‘false Christians’. I agree with Escribano Paño that Maximus’ emphasis on the 

Priscillianists as Manichaeans was part of his attempt to emulate Theodosius and as a 

critique of Valentinian II. 15 This is especially so, I add, if the letter is placed alongside 

the letter to Valentinian II. Whether Maximus truly believed the Priscillianists were 

Manichaeans or sorcerers is beside the point. The imperial concern with sorcery was 

 
10 Errington (2006): 72. 
11 Lim (2008): 153. 
12 van Waarden (2014): 148. See also Burrus (1995): 97. 
13 See also Lieu (1992): 150. 
14 See Chadwick (1976): 121. 
15 Escribano Paño (1990): 264-265. I am not entirely sure if there is a reference to Gratian in the letter, 

however. It would make little sense to remind Siricius that Maximus had murdered Gratian. I do not see 

any reference at all to the Priscillianists prior to the civil trials. Maximus was likely aware that Ambrose 

and Damasus had both blocked Priscillian from their cities, but there is no reference to these events in the 

letter. For a similar argument on Maximus’ motives, see Olivares Guillem (2002): 106-107. 



 

195 

 

traditional. All of the surviving laws from CTh 9.16 were just immediately before or after 

a civil war, and Maximus was no different than Valentinian I or Valens during the magic 

trials.16 Concerns with sorcery in 385 were not confined to Maximus either. Theodosius 

was also issuing renewed warnings against banned sacrifices out of concern for sorcery.17 

The Theodosian law, crucially, is addressed to Cynegius in Egypt, where there were 

growing problems that eventually led to requests for Maximus’ help against 

Theodosius.18 Maximus needed to reinforce an image of ‘zero tolerance’ for bad 

behaviour.19 The Priscillianists, Narses, Leucadius, and, possibly Vallio, were all 

indicators that Maximus needed to assert a firm grip. The Priscillianist trials were an 

effective method of asserting control and a socially and culturally acceptable way. 

 Maximus likely highlighted the charges of Manichaeanism and sorcery because 

he needed the cooperation of the church within his territories and to gain the support of 

the Italian churches. Maximus’ first attempt to stop the controversy, holding the Synod of 

Bordeaux, failed. If he tried to take one side over the other it would cause further 

problems. Once Priscillian arrived in Trier to petition him personally, Maximus could not 

ignore him. Maximus needed the support of the churches, especially the bishops of 

capital cities like Bordeaux, Trier, and Mérida, who were all opposed to Priscillian.20 

However, he could not get directly involved in the ecclesiastical side of the controversy. 

His letter to Siricius shows that he was aware of the problems this would cause. He only 

got involved after civil charges had already been filed by Ithacius in a civil court. 

Maximus presented Priscillian primarily as a Manichaean in order to remove him without 

causing further controversy.21 Priscillian was not a legitimate bishop, nor was he even a 

real Christian. Maintaining that he had not overstepped his bounds would additionally 

reinforce his attempts at demonstrating his piety, specifically to the Nicene churches. 

While I would not entirely argue that Maximus “played the Nicene card strongly” in 

order to gain support of Gallic clergy, Theodosius—and, I would add, the Italian 

churches—Maximus was aware of the opinions of these groups.22 Maximus’ official 

narrative was that Priscillian was a Manichaean, and this is easily as important as his 

emphasis on his own Nicene beliefs. Theodosius had already made it clear he would not 

 
16 See also Errington (2006): 207. 
17 CTh 16.10.9. See also Errington (2006): 234. 
18 See p 153-155. 
19 See König (2008): 18. 
20 See Chadwick (1976): 43; König (2008): 18; van Waarden (2014): 135. 
21 See also König (2008): 18; Bravo Bosch (2009): 315, 319-320. 
22 Errington (2006): 202. 
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tolerate heretics or ‘false’ Christians like non-Nicene Christians or Manichaeans.23 It 

allowed him to surpass Theodosius in protecting the church by finding ‘actual’ 

Manichaeans. Chadwick suggested that Maximus may have reasonably thought the 

churches in Italy would not be sympathetic to the Priscillianists because they seem to 

have considered the Priscillianists to be Manichaeans.24 Like Hydatius’ letter to Gratian, 

Maximus highlighted his prosecution of crimes that he knew which had contemporary 

publicity, and he likely hoped to gain additional support by his prosecution of such 

criminals.  

However, the verdicts only partially solved church disunity because ecclesiastics 

became divided over ecclesiastical and civil conduct around the trials. Ambrose 

essentially admitted to being expelled from Trier for refusing communion with other 

bishops after the Priscillianist trials.25 Sulpicius claimed that Martin of Tours was close 

to being prosecuted for refusing to join communion with the bishops who had supported 

the trials.26 Martin was publicly avoiding the bishops involved in the trials and 

Theognitus continued to openly criticise the bishops involved.27 I argue that it is more 

likely that Martin was in trouble for opposing these bishops because this would mean 

opposition to Maximus, his handling of the trials, and his interpretation of what the trials 

were about.28 It was likely Maximus alone who ordered Martin barred from Trier unless 

he agreed to be in communion with Ithacius’ supporters.29 Martin understood the trials as 

an extension of the Synod, but as Maximus told Siricius, Priscillian was condemned by 

public, civil trials, for civil crimes.30 Maximus could not back down from any of these 

three bishops without negating his own account of the public trials as a separate process. 

 
23 See also Chadwick (1976): 43; Lieu (1992): 150; Burrus (1995): 94.  
24 Chadwick (1976): 119, based on an early, likely reference to the Priscillianists as Manichaeans by 

Filastrius. van Waarden (2014): 145-146 made a similar connection. Ithacius and Hydatius had sent out 

letters to a large number of people, which Priscillian seems not to have done aside from his letter to 

Damasus. 
25 Proulx (2010): 79; Ambrose Ep. 30[24].13. Ambrose was expelled for not agreeing with the civil trials 

after the fact, not because he would not join the bishops in prosecuting Priscillian in court, as has been 

argued. Escribano Paño (2019): 64. 
26 Sulpicius Dial. PL 20: 218d; 3.12.2. 
27 Sulpicius Dial. PL 20: 218c; 3.11-3. 
28 For Theodosius’ similar actions after the Council of Constantinople, see p 115-116. According to 

Sozomen, Justina tried similar tactics to enforce the Council of Sirmium, setting off the basilica conflict. 

Sozomen HE 7.13. Sozomen incorrectly placed her attempts in 383 instead of 385/6. See Gregory of Tours 

HF 5.19. 
29 Sulpicius Dial. PL 20: 218a; 3.11.7. Sulpicius tends to minimise Maximus’ decision making when there 

is an opportunity to criticise Gallic bishops; Sulpicius elsewhere described Maximus as being clever and 

making Martin and the other bishops wait on his decision. Sulpicius Dial. PL 20: 218b-c; 3.11.10-1. 

Contra Escribano Paño, there is no evidence Maximus delegated anything to the bishops. Escribano Paño 

(2019): 64. 
30 Coll. Avell. 40.4. See also Sulpicius Dial. PL 20: 218d-219a; 3.12.  
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Removing or marginalising dissenting bishops would help unify the bishops already in 

Trier, whose cooperation and unity Maximus needed.31 With all of the external and 

internal problems that Maximus needed to handle, the divisions caused by the handling 

of the trials was not something to be tolerated. Expelling Ambrose and forcing the 

cooperation of Martin was a way of enforcing his own authority. They were also, 

perhaps, attempts to emphasise that he would not be led or obstructed by ecclesiastical 

disputes, which Maximus likely considered completely resolved. 

We must also remember that Sulpicius’ version of events is tremendously 

condensed and confused in parts, and that we do not have the surviving acta of the Synod 

of Bordeaux. There is always the possibility that the some of the clergy mentioned as 

convicted by Maximus may have actually been penalized by the Synod. Sulpicius may 

have confused penalties given to some of the Priscillianists as being convictions for 

‘heresy’ when they may have been penalties in order to enforce the decisions of the 

Synod. Further, as with Theodosius and the enforcement of Cunctos populus, exile or 

threats of exile were meant to deter resistence. Some or all of those exiles may have been 

exiled by Maximus in order to prevent unrest. This is most certainly why Martin of Tours 

was a risk of prosecution. His prosecution would not have been for ‘heresy’ but for a 

charge like calumny. The fate of Theognitus, who so vocally opposed the trials, exile or 

threats of exile may have also been used. The purpose of many of the verdicts—or 

potential trials—was to prevent social disorder broadly defined. This could range from 

more obvious crimes like sorcery, but also the kinds of large-scale acts of violence like 

the stoning of Urbica. Given that so many violently opposed and attacked the 

Priscillianists, it should not be surprising that Maximus would target many of the 

Priscillianists. Sulpicius, of course, understood this as charges of heresy or sorcery, but 

this would certainly not be how Maximus viewed the entire controversy. 

 We should also not be swayed by Sulpicius’ attempts to portray the Priscillianist 

trials as exceptionally large in scale, or Maximus as lacking control of the trials. Like 

Sulpicius, Pacatus attributed the trials to Maximus’ greed, religious difference, and poor 

behaviour by and advice from the bishops in the controversy.32  However, Maximus was 

well received by most contemporaneous sources. Van Dam pointed out that, unlike 

Magnentius, Maximus was never accused of supporting or condoning immorality.33 

 
31 See Proulx (2010): 80; Coleman-Norton (1966b): n 1 p 400. 
32 Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:157a-b; 2.50.2 and Pan. Lat. II(12).2.29.2, 29.3. 
33 Van Dam (1985): 104. Errington referred to Maximus as an “efficient ruler”, Errington (2006): 202. 
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Sources overall are favourable to Maximus.34 There are no known uprisings against 

Maximus and the majority of Gallic bishops approved of the trials.35 As Lenski notes, 

despite being an “absolute dictator”, emperors still had to rule by consensus, which 

required a level of compromise, clemency, and justice.36 Ancient authors’ overall positive 

memories of Maximus and the verdicts indicate Maximus was aware of this and acted 

accordingly. His letter to Siricius in particular demonstrates that he understood that there 

was some confusion about the Priscillianist trials in some corners, while his verdicts and 

dealings with Martin of Tours show a willingness for diplomacy and nuance. In turn, 

Martin’s eventual willingness to negotiate is likely what saved him, likely from charges 

of calumny, as opposed to Ambrose, who refused and was therefore expelled. Errington 

has called the letter to Siricius, “polite but decisive”.37 It makes little sense, then, to 

suggest that the trials were the only thing Maximus did not have control of or that his 

verdicts reflect violent exclusivism. 

Maximus’ primary failure was that he tried to use the controversy to achieve too 

many ends, creating confusion as to what the charges were or what the trials were about. 

At the beginning of this study, I noted several different modern suggestions as to what 

the original charges against Priscillian were.38 These ranged from sorcery to heresy to 

calumny to maleficium. There is some evidence to suggest that there were some 

confusions about the charges in 385 as well. Contemporary authors were aware of the 

charges—or at least the accusations, I add—of Manichaeanism against Priscillian during 

the controversy and largely accepted the associations.39 Sozomen seems to have known 

about Maximus’ letter to Valentinian II  or was at least aware of the argument and threats 

it contained.40 However, ecclesiastical loyalties, as Lenski noted, were heavily local and 

deeply entrenched in patronage networks and could not be controlled by the emperor, 

something Valens—and I argue Maximus—did not understand.41 The continued support 

for Priscillian in Gallaecia even after his death is an indicator of the depth of these 

loyalties.42 The vast personality differences and the longevity of the personal disputes 

were additional impediments to ending the controversy with a series of trials that seemed 

 
34 See also Rodgers (1981): 99; Chadwick (1976): 121. 
35 Nixon and Rodgers (1994): n 97 p 488.  
36 Lenski (2002): 211. 
37 Errington (2006): 206. 
38 See p 3-4. 
39 Lieu (1992): 148. 
40 Sozomen HE 7.13. 
41 Lenski (2002): 259. 
42 For similar, see Matthews (1975): 168. 
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to side with Ithacius and Hydatius.43 The controversy itself was characterised by 

complex, competing narratives around ascetism, the city, authority, gender, wealth, 

religion, and church-imperial relationships. These were not issues easily or effectively 

translated into rhetoric supporting Maximus’ piety, his Nicene Christian convictions, or 

his ability to provide security, harmony, and uniformity. I suggest that this would account 

for Andrés Olivares Guillem’s doubt about the sincerity of Maximus’ attempt to use the 

Priscillianist verdicts as indictors of his orthodoxy, thought I would argue that he was 

portraying the Priscillianists as Manichaeans, not heretics.44 Maximus turned a molehill 

into the Alps in order to advertise all of these qualities at once, which led to some 

confusion as to what the trials were really about.  

The inclusion of so many clerics in the verdicts was another misstep, but the 

inclusion of clerics at all was not without precedent. We saw in the magic trials that 

emperors, at least in highly tense periods and in trial series, did not consider cases of 

sexual immorality or social impropriety involving clergy and laywomen as a matter of 

ecclesiastical discipline.45 Emperors also issued several laws targeting what they 

considered religious insincerity, and acceptable behaviour and virtues for legitimate 

clergy. Maximus’ inclusion of clerics in civil trials was not unprecedented either. The 

letter from Valentinian I to Damasus made it clear that clerical misbehaviour, if it 

included civil crimes like sexual immorality, could be brought to civil court if it involved 

laypersons. As Errington notes, there was a “gray area” here.46 Maximus’ decision to 

execute and exile so many clerics in so short of time was a bit unusual, and it likely 

worked against him. However, many bishops accepted all of the trials and the verdicts 

even if they found the conduct of the bishops involved distasteful or expressed concern 

about where Maximus drew the ecclesiastical-civil divide. The situation was incredibly 

complex, and Maximus may not have entirely understood this until after the trial and 

execution of Priscillian.  

The decision to highlight Manichaeanism, regardless of whether this was an 

actual charge or only implied, was perhaps the most unusual aspect of the Priscillianist 

trials. There do not appear to be other documented trials and convictions for 

Manichaeanism prior to the Priscillianists, though these undoubtedly occurred as a result 

of the Edict against the Manichaeans. There are no documented cases of civil cases after 

 
43 For similar conclusions on Theodosius’ problems in the east, see Errington (1997): 33. 
44 Olivares Guillem (2001): 118. See also Errington (2006): 207. 
45 See p 71-72. 
46 Errington (2006): 205. 
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the Third Tetrarchy, as far as I am aware. Why Maximus decided to prosecute, or at least 

treat, the Priscillianists as Manichaeans is thus unusual. After 385, there is imperial 

legislation against the Manichaeans in the east until Justinian I, which also targeted 

writings, access to space, and financing, and included capital punishment.47 In the west, 

there is no legislation against the Manichaeans after Valentinian III.48 ‘Priscillianism’ by 

this point was firmly associated with heresy and heresy with sorcery. The Priscillianist 

trials we have inherited stem largely from this later tradition of the Priscillianists as 

heretics rather than the original context which I have here tried to illuminate. The 

complex civil and ecclesiastical traditions of Manichaeans crashed into each other, 

perhaps for the first time, resulting in a tragic series of civil trials whose memory 

survived the downfall of both Maximus and Priscillian. 

 
47 Rohmann (2016): 101. See Gardner and Lieu (2004): 145-150 for a selection of laws in translation.  
48 Coyle (2009): 22. 
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14. Conclusions 
 The Priscillianist trials ought to be understood as a response to contemporary 

events inside and outside of Maximus’ territory, as well as a reflection of the complicated 

theatre of late antique rulership. This study has two major arguments. First, Maximus’ 

decisions regarding the Priscillianists were predictable given past trends and 

contemporary events. Second, late antique rulership was an elaborate system of theatre 

that adapted pre-existing language and concepts to promote an emperor whose duty it 

was to find those who deviated and threatened the order the emperor represented. 

Therefore, seemingly extreme responses to perceived deviancy served several ideological 

and practical purposes that were not always obvious. The verdicts against the 

Priscillianists were part of this theatre. 

 The first four chapters were dedicated to illustrating (post-) tetrarchic imperial 

ideology and the elaborate theatre it required. In this theatre, the emperor’s role was to 

enforce uniformity, law and order, and traditional Roman values. To do so, emperors 

often utilised religious imagery and religion in general. The emperor was the centre of 

the cosmos and had the enormous palace, the complex rituals, and expensive regalia that 

suited that position. Emperors used pejorative and marginalising language to describe 

deviants, individuals, and groups that practiced proscribed rituals and, eventually, 

proscribed religions. This was how the emperor played his role. Over time, the language 

became increasingly harsh and proscriptions against individual rituals became blanket 

bans encompassing a wide range of individuals and rituals. Spikes and jumps in such 

language and laws tended to appear in high tension periods, such as usurpations, 

coronations, and within the first few years of a new reign. Qualities like martial valour 

became so essential that emperors such as Julian and Valens made disastrous mistakes to 

avoid appearing inactive. Other imperial qualities, like piety, could be used against an 

emperor if he failed to publicly demonstrate it in appropriate ways. Maximus, in many 

ways, was limited in his available options when it came to the Priscillianists.    

  The Priscillianists trials were not exceptionally and inexplicably harsh if all the 

verdicts are considered together and if we look more carefully at the various competing 

interests that contributed to them. Modern historians tend to focus on the most 

scandalous and unusual rather than looking at the full picture. Of the named people listed 

by Sulpicius, those who were executed were considered leaders, promoters, or financial 

supporters of the movement known as ‘Priscillianism’. The rest were fined or exiled, 
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some permanently and others temporarily. In other words, Maximus reserved the harshest 

penalties for those who actively carried the dispute and misbehaviour further. His 

response, although harsh, was not unexpected. My analysis of prior mass trials 

demonstrated that previous emperors had reacted to similar challenges in similar ways. 

Fourth-century emperors were aware that, despite their rhetoric, they had still had to play 

the delicate balancing act required by political theatre. Emperors who failed to accurate 

balance competing interests or convincingly perform (post-) tetrarchic imperial ideology 

fell quickly. We must adopt the same approach when discussing how late antique rulers 

behaved and how they problem solved. No issue was a single issue. Even relatively 

‘simple’ cases like sexual immorality required balancing between the need to enforce the 

emperor’s authority and the considerable interests of the aristocracy. The politics of 

gender, legal status, wealth, and politics overlap with each other, and are all complex in 

their own right. Maximus, in practice, would have needed to consider each of these 

problems before he made his final decisions. 

The modern confusion surrounding the verdicts against the Priscillianists is 

largely a result of a narrow approach to ancient trials, and more specifically, with how 

emperors and others in Late Antiquity used and manipulated a trial series. A relatively 

recent study of the presentation of trials in Tacitus by Leanne Bablitz is extremely useful 

and it comes to several of the same conclusions I have made about the magic trials in 

Ammianus and the Priscillianist trials in Sulpicius. For instance, relatively high numbers 

of trials in some years can be explained by “’house cleaning’” after the downfalls of 

Sejanus, Silius, and Piso.1 The last case, that of Piso, was a failed conspiracy that ended 

with a “hunt for supporters”, much like Maximus’ hunt for Priscillian’s supporters—or 

conspirators, if we prefer Sulpicius’ portrayal of the relationship between Instantius, 

Salvianus, and Priscillian. Further, Bablitz notes that Tacitus—and modern historians—

have focused on the three most atypical trials rather than more typical portrayals.2 I have 

already argued this for Priscillian. Priscillian’s case was the most unusual because he was 

a bishop, or, to look at it in another way, he had become the most ‘high profile case’. 

Ammianus’ assertion that not even women were saved from accusations of criminal 

behaviour resembles Tacitus’ nearly identical statement, intended, as Bablitz stated, to 

emphasise the danger senatorial men were in.3 As I have argued for the Priscillianist 

 
1 Bablitz (2015): 67. 
2 Bablitz (2015): 68-70. 
3 Bablitz (2015): 79, pointing to Tacitus Annales 6.9.1-10. Compare with Ammianus 28.1.28. 
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trials, and as Lenski observed about the magic trials, the fear generated by a trial series 

outweighs the number of people convicted. The verdicts against the Priscillianists look 

less unusual if taken together and analysed carefully. Treating trials as a reflection and 

extension of power and of social relationships can avoid this pitfall. The theatricality of 

power and public life, the varying personalities, abilities, and interests occasionally 

otherwise noted, ought to be applied also to trials.4 Taking advantage of the small number 

of trials we do have would help to illuminate the less documented ones, but to do so 

effectively requires multi-disciplinary approaches. Incorporating sociological, 

geographical, gender, political, and historical approaches fleshes out complex events: the 

Priscillianist trials were a combination of intricate problems, competing networks and 

interests, perception and misperception, and human error at every level rather than a 

symptom of exclusivity and intolerance.  

The perception of Priscillian’s behaviour, what those behaviours might mean, and 

strategic errors by the various individuals involved in the controversy are of greater 

relevance to the verdicts than Priscillian’s actual theology. I have already discussed how 

the ambiguity of the canons at Zaragoza could be indicators of a variety of 

(un)acceptable practices. True, the accusations made by Ithacius and Hydatius were 

based heavily on innuendo, rumour, and stereotypes, but these phenomena have always 

played a role in determining what criminal cases are prioritised and which are prosecuted 

successfully. Innuendo and stereotyping led to convictions just as easily as factual 

evidence, and it was not always clear to officials and emperors what information was 

based on facts and what was based purely on innuendo. This was true even though 

emperors were aware that people made false claims. The people involved in the 

controversy and the trials were human. Human beings make errors in judgment and often 

make decisions with incomplete information, but based in contemporaneous norms, 

values, and expectations. Here Leppin’s explanation of Adrianople is an especially useful 

parallel: there were no major, overwhelming failures, only a series of small ones that 

produced the violent and incendiary disputes and the catastrophic and deadly trials.5 

Many of these mistakes were incredibly common, such as misrepresentation and what 

can be described as character assassination. The accumulation of small failures that 

produces a catastrophic failure is colloquially known as ‘snowballing’. The only thing 

 
4 For instance, McLynn (1994): 10, 44, 181. 
5 Leppin (2003): 35. Errington also described the decision to go to Trier in 385 as a “bad mistake, as it 

turned out”. Errington (2006): 206. I have noted other mistakes made by the participants in the controversy 

throughout this study.  
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unusual about the Priscillianist controversy in this regard is the number of ulterior 

motives and narrative (re)interpretations involved throughout the controversy, from its 

start in 380 to its tragic end in 385. 

 (Mis)Handling communication in Late Antiquity was very common, so the 

problems of communication in the Priscillianist controversy and the trials should not be 

considered unusual. It certainly made the already complex orthopraxic disputes and 

personal rivalries within the controversy more difficult to control and de-escalate, either 

by participants or emperors. This is especially true of Priscillian, Ithacius, and Hydatius, 

whose various rhetorical and strategic missteps I have threaded into this study. Emperors 

could also take missteps in their relationships with whole communities, resolve conflicts 

poorly, or imperfectly communicate their position on issues. All of these occurred with 

Julian and Antioch, for example.6 Emperors could use Milan, for example, to create a 

“pliable stage” for emperors—and usurpers—“to act out their imperial roles”, and thus 

avoid the complex social and cultural nuances that had hurt Julian at Antioch.7 We do not 

know what Maximus communicated to the people in Gaul, Britain, and Hispania. 

Maximus’ letter to Siricius is informative about his version of events, but this report is 

designed to suit Maximus’ current needs. The information gaps may be deliberate 

attempts to hide problematic facts or they could be a genuine reflection of what 

Maximus’ knew of the trials, the letters being something of an ad hoc improvisation to 

disguise an error in judgment or a lack of complete knowledge of the events.8 

Gatekeepers like Evodius and the magister officiorum could play significant roles or 

miscommunicate information themselves. There was, as McLynn noted, a “yawning 

information gap between  a fourth-century emperor and his subjects”.9 Highly effective 

communicators like Ambrose and Augustine were exceptional, not the norm. The poor 

conflict management and communication in the Priscillianist controversy was likely 

common.  

 In addition to miscommunication and human error, social roles and norms heavily 

influenced individual and group behaviours in the Priscillianist controversy. Late antique 

emperors behaved, or needed to be seen to behave, in specific ways. As emperor, 

 
6Van Hoof and Van Nuffelen (2011): 168, 172-174 especially. See also Matthews (2000): 192-193. 
7 McLynn (1994): 223-224. 
8 Compare with McLynn’s analysis of Ambrose and his ability to cater to different audiences, sometimes 

with failure, sometimes with success. McLynn (1994): 376. This explains the distance put between the 

verdicts and their legality noted by Escribano Paño. Escribano Paño (2019): 71-72. Further, as I have 

shown, there were two trials, one by a bishop and a separate one by civil officials. Maximus’ emphasis on 

the separation of the ecclesiastical and civil sides strains in some places, but it is, technically, accurate. 
9 McLynn (1994): 48. 
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Maximus had a set of concerns and a certain approach to sprawling disputes and 

perceived misbehaviour. We saw in the various mass trials of this study that emperors 

tended to deal with perceived bad behaviour and threats to their security by focusing 

heavily on sorcery, sexual immorality, and treason. These were crimes with a very long 

tradition in Roman history, they meant something. The behaviour of Damasus and 

Ambrose and the stoning of Urbica were based on appearances and social associations of 

perceived bad behaviours, not what the Priscillianists were ‘actually’ doing. No emperor 

was going to tolerate the Priscillianists once they came to imperial attention and 

prosecuting them had enormous political value. Here, Gratian is the one exception to the 

rule, not Maximus. What I have focused on is the difference between appearances and 

reality and demonstrating how emperors responded to certain real behaviours while also 

being heavily influenced by appearances. The closest modern analogy to the Priscillianist 

trials is a ‘show trial’, and there is certainly a show-like quality to how the trials played 

out. A ‘show trial’, however does not mean the trial was for nothing or that there were no 

real issues at stake. 

 Show trials, to be effective, often rely on cultural and contemporary concerns and 

they have to be choreographed in a way that makes their message clear. It is this latter 

requirement that Maximus failed. Part of the reason for Maximus’ failure is that there 

was a disjuncture between the disputes of the actual controversy and what Maximus tried 

to say the trials were about. To continue the theatre analogy, no one involved in the 

Priscillianist controversy was a star like Ambrose or Theodosius who were savvy enough 

to take control of the stage. Maximus, despite his successful usurpation, was not as 

effective. His decision to call the Priscillianists ‘Manichaeans’ worked because 

Manichaeans were universally disliked and the label fit in with contemporary imperial 

concerns. Fears of sexual immorality, sorcery and treason were deeply embedded in 

Roman culture and could be exploited for political purposes whether or not they were 

actually present. Thought of in this way, the Priscillianists were convicted not necessarily 

because of what they were actually doing, but because Maximus needed a crisis that he 

could use to demonstrate his suitability for the role of emperor and to solidify his 

authority. On the other hand, his decision to force the Priscillianists into the role caused 

problems because outsiders and observers knew of the Priscillianist controversy already. 

Too many people already thought of the controversy, or the ‘play’, purely in 

ecclesiastical terms, so they were surprised and confused when Maximus tried to turn the 

play into something else. Maximus does seem to have understood his audiences better 
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than some other usurpers and even some emperors, and he most certainly was more 

‘hands on’ than Gratian, who was, for a variety of reasons, a lacklustre player. For this 

reason, Maximus escaped the Priscillianist trials unscathed, barring a few critics and 

lasting confusion about why a play about ecclesiastical behaviour turned into a play 

about criminality.   

 Considering ‘despotism’ as a system within a system and as kind of theatre can 

also lead to more interesting and fruitful discussions about how the late antique empire 

operated, and we can adapt approaches currently used in other historical periods. There is 

already acknowledgement that late antiquity was much like a stage in many ways: every 

action was carefully cultivated to project imperial power, as with Constantius II’s 357 

adventus, or to project a specific image through the use of “stagecraft”, as McLynn 

argues for Ambrose.10 Modern studies have the benefit of more resources, but Ancient 

History can use these studies as ways of conceptualising and understanding rulership. 

Alexandra Stein, for instance, has discussed how cults and totalist systems enforce 

cohesion by alternating between offering fear and offering love that only the leader can 

provide.11 We saw this with imperial rhetoric designating harsh penalties for deviants 

while also depicting the ruler as a figure who could offer redemption and mercy. 

Mertaniemi has even compared the progressive restrictions placed on non-Christian rites 

to the Nazi policy against the Jews in the 1930s.12 Sara Brady wrote on what she termed 

as ‘Bushismo’, the particular brand of pride, privilege, masculinity portrayed through 

mediated performances during the presidency of George W. Bush; the idea of ‘make-

belief’ and the centrality of such performances to modern political candidates is useful to 

understanding how late antique emperors ‘performed’.13 I would argue that the fourth-

century war on deviancy is similar to the ‘War on Terror’: a combination of origin myth 

(traditional Roman values), American exceptionalism (Roman superiority), a tendency to 

exaggerate and demonise opposition (deviants), and a cultural “rush to war in righteous 

wrath under the flag of democracy” (removal of deviants to protect Roman society and 

values and military valour).14 A recent volume on show trials, political theatre, and the 

public started with a discussion of The Oresteia, its treatment of contemporary problems, 

and the particular way in which trials can clarify social dynamics.15 How historians 

 
10 McLynn (1994): 223-224, 375-376. 
11 See Stein (2017) for a good introduction to these ideas. 
12 Mertaniemi (2011): 161. 
13 Brady (2012): 2-3 especially. 
14 Ivie and Giner (2015): 3-4 for these traits of the War on Terror.  
15 Arjomand (2018): 1-3. Arjoman discussed trials in the 20th century, the cultural conditions that 
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handle these manufactured crises ultimately depends upon how we treat a system that 

relies so heavily on these forms of display. Treating late antique emperors as ‘absolute’ is 

as oversimplifying as the ‘great man theory’. Society, culture, and ruling—even 

despotism—are far more complicated, and even ‘tyrants’ themselves can be aware of 

this.  

I am not arguing here that we ought to transplant, wholesale, concepts from 

modern history to ancient history. Instead, I am arguing that frameworks such as 

performance politics, virtue signaling, and rhetorical warfare are useful ways of 

understanding how political systems as a whole work and how their constituent parts 

interact. They would provide ways of bringing together at-present disparate 

conversations about late antique ceremonial, pageantry, religious violence, legal 

escalation of punishment, imperial rhetoric, and the variety of social, religious, military, 

and political problems that characterised Late Antiquity. There is a connection between 

emperors' insistence on elaborate ceremonial and elevated language and their seemingly 

disproportionate response to 'deviants'. There was a reason why late antique emperors 

were so preoccupied by 'heretics' and 'false Christians', and it had as much to do with 

contemporary cultural discussions and long-term trends in religion and politics as with 

exclusivist forms of Christianity. Treating all these phenomena as separate subjects has 

serious limitations and, at a certain point, can lead to inaccuracies and confusion. The 

Priscillianist controversy and the modern perplexity surrounding it is a prime example of 

this. The point I have tried to make throughout this study is that our confusion about the 

Priscillianist controversy largely stems from focusing too much on the ecclesiastical view 

and hyper-focusing on different aspects of late antique emperors rather than this larger 

picture. Pulling back and looking at the full stage, as I have tried to do here, changes our 

understanding of what happened and why. What first appeared to be heresy was actually 

a complex series of overlapping—but never equal—conversations that never quite 

connected with each other. The tragedy of the Priscillianist controversy was that no one 

involved was entirely aware that they were, in fact, performing different plays. 

 

 

 
contributed to these trials, who was targeted and why, and the theatrical and rhetorical function these trials 

played.  
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Appendix A: Laws 
1. The Tetrarchic Trials (295-305) 

• Coll. Leg. Mos. et Rom. 6.4.1. Gregorianus libro quinto sub titulo de nuptiis. 

Exemplum litterarum Diocletiani et Maximiani impp. Talem coniunctionem graviter 

punire commemorat:  

Exemplum edicti Diocletiani et Maximiani [Augg. et Constantii et Maximiani] 

nobilissimorum Caesarum. Quoniam piis religiosisque mentibus nostris ea, quae 

Romanis legibus caste sancteque sunt constituta venerabilia maxime videntur atque 

aeterna religione servanda, dissimulare ea, quae a quibusdam in praeteritum nefarie 

incesteque commissa sunt, non oportere credimus: cum vel cohibenda sunt vel etiam 

vindicanda, insurgere nos disciplina nostrorum temporum cohortatur. ita enim et ipsos 

inmortales deos Romano nomini, ut semper fuerunt, faventes atque placatos futuros esse 

non dubium est, si cunctos sub imperio nostro agentes piam religiosamque et quietam et 

castam in omnibus mere colere perspexerimus vitam. 2. in quo id etiam providendum 

quam maxime esse censuimus, ut matrimoniis religiose atque legitime iuxta disciplinam 

iuris veteris copulatis tam eorum honestati, que nuptiarum coniunctionem seectantur, 

quam etiam his, qui inde deinceps nascendi etiam posteritas ipsa purgata sit. id enim 

pietati nostrae maxime placuit, ut sancta necessitudinum nomina optineant apud affectus 

suos piam ac religiosam consanguinitati debitam caritatem. nefas enim credere est 

[duratur] ea, quae in praeteritum a conpluribus constat esse commissa, cum pecudum ac 

ferarum promiscuo ritu ad inlicita conubia instinctu execrandae libidinis sine ullo 

respectu pudoris ac pietatis inruerint. 3. sed quaecumque antehac vel inperitia 

delinquentium vel pro ignorantia iuris barbaricae inmanitatis ritu ex inlicitis matrimoniis 

videntur admissa, quamquam essent severissime vindicanda, tamen contemplatione 

quicumque in ante actum tempus inlicitis incestisque se matrimoniis polluerunt, hactenus 

adeptos se esse nostram indulgentiam sciant, ut post tam nefaria facinora vitam quidem 

sibi gratulentur esse concessam, sciant tamen non legitimos se suscepisse liberos, quos 

tam nefaria coniunctione genuerunt. ita enim fiet, ut de futuro quoque nemo audeat 

infrenatis cupiditatibus oboedire, cum et sciant ita praecedentes admissores istius modi 

criminum venia liberatos, ut liberorum quos inlicte genuerunt successione arceantur, 

quae iuxta vetustatem Romanis legibus negabatur. Et optassemus quidem nec ante 

quicquam eius modi esse commissum, quod esset aut clementia remittendum aut legibus 

corregendum. 4. sed posthac religionem sanctitatemque in conubiis copulandis volumus 
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ab unoquoque servari, ut se ad disciplinam legesque Romanas meminerint pertinere et 

eas tantum sciant nuptias licitas, quae sunt Romano iure permissae. 5. cum quibus autem 

personis tam cognatorum quam ex adfinium numero contrahi non liceat matrimonium, 

hoc edicto nostro conplexi sumus: cum filia nepte pronepte itemque matre avia proavia et 

ex latere amita ac matertera, [sorore,] sororis filia et ex ea nepte. itemque ex adfinibus 

privigna, noverca, socru nuru ceterisque quae antiquo iure prohibentur, a quibus cunctos 

volumus abstinere. 6. Nihil enim nisi sanctum ac venerabile nostra iura custodiunt et ita 

ad tantam magnitudinem Romana maiestas cunctorum numinum favore pervenit, 

quoniam omnes leges suas religione sapienti pudorisque, observatione devinxit. 7. quare 

hoc edicto nostro volumus omnibus palam fierei, quod praeteritorum venia, quae per 

clementiam nostram contra disciplinam videtur indulta, ad ea tantum delicta pertineat, 

quae in diem III kal. Ian. Tusco et Anullino conss. videntur esse commissa. 8. si qua 

autem contra Romani nominis decus sanctitatemque legum post supra dictum diem 

deprehendentur admissa, digna severitate plectentur. nec enim ullam in tam nefario 

scelere quisquam aestimet veniam se consequi posse, qui in tam evidenti crimini et post 

edictum nostrum non dubitatbit inruere. Dat. kal. Mai. Damasco Tusco et Anullino conss. 

 

• Coll. Leg. Mos. et Rom. 15.3.1. Gregorianus libro VII sub titulo de maleficis et 

Manichaeis: 

Impp. Diocletianus et Maximianus AA [et Constantius] et Maximianus nobilissimi [CC.] 

Iuliano proconsuli Africae. Otia maxima interdum homines in communione condicionis 

naturae humanae modum excedere hortantur et quaedam genera inanissima ac turpissima 

doctrinae superstitionis inducere suadent, ut sui erroris arbitrio pertrahere et alios multos 

videantur, Iuliane karissime. 2. sed dii inmortales providentia sua ordinare et disponere 

dignati sunt, quae bona et vera sunt ut multorum et bonorum et egregiorum virorum et 

sapientissimorum consilio et tractatu inlibata probarentur et statuerentur, quibus nec 

obviam ire nec resistere fas est, est retractare quae semel ab antiquis statuta et definita 

suum statum et cursum tenent ac possident. 3. unde pertinaciam pravae mentis 

nequissimorum hominum punire ingens nobis studium est: hi enim qui novellas et 

inauditas sectas veterioribus religionibus obponunt, ut pro arbitrio suo pravo excludant 

quae divinitus concessa sunt quondam nobis, 4. de quibus sollertia tua serenitati nostrae 

retulit Manichaeos; audivimus eos nuperrime veluti nova [et] inopinata prodigia in hunc 

mundum de Persica adversaria nobis gente progressa vel orta esse et multa facinor ibi 

committere populos namque quietos perturbare nec non et civitatibus maxima detrimenta 
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inserere: et verendum est, ne forte, ut fieri adsolet, accedenti tempore conentur [per] 

execrandas consuetudines et saevas leges Persarum innocentioris naturae homines, 

Romanam gentem modestam atque tranquillam et universum orbem nostrum veluti 

venenis de suis malivolis inficere. 5. et quia omnia, quae pandit prudentia tua in relatione 

religionis illorum, genera maleficiorum statutis evidentissimorum exquisita et inventa 

commenta, ideo aerumnas atque poenas debitas et condignas illis statuimus 6. iubemus 

namque auctores quidem ac principes una cum abominandis scripturis eorum severiori 

poenae subici, ita ut flammeis ignibus exurantur: consentaneos vero et usque adeo 

contentiosos capite puniri praecipimus, et eorum bona fisco nostro vindicari sancimus. 7. 

si qui sane etiam honorati aut cuiuslibet dignitatis vel maioris personae [ad] adhuc 

inauditam et turpem atque per omnia infamem sectam, vel ad doctrinam Persarum se 

transtulerint, eorum patrimonia fisco nostro adociari facies ipsos quoque Phaenensibus 

vel Proconnensibus metalis dari. 8. ut igitur stirpitus amputari mala haec nequitiae de 

saeculo beatissimo nostro possit, devotio tua iussis ac statutis tranquillitatis nostrae 

maturet obsecundare. Dat. prid. k. April. Alexandriae. 

 

 

2. Intermediary Period I: The Second Tetrarchy to the Fall of Magnentius 

(305-353) 

Constantine I and Licinius (313-324) 

• CTh 16.2.1 Imp. Constantinus A. Haereticorum factione conperimus ecclesiae 

catholicae clericos ita vexari, ut nominationibus seu susceptionibus aliquibus, quas 

publicus mos exposcit, contra indulta sibi privilegia praegraventur. Ideoque placet, si 

quem tua gravitas invenerit ita vexatum, eidem alium subrogari et deinceps a supra dictae 

religionis hominibus huiusmodi iniurias prohiberi. Dat. prid. kal. Nov. Constantino A. iii 

et Licinio iii c. conss. [313? Oct. 31] 

 

• CTh 9.16.1 Imp. Constantinus A. ad Maximum. Nullus haruspex limen alterius 

accedat nec ob alteram causam, sed huiusmodi hominum quamvis vetus amicitia 

repellatur, concredmando illo haruspice, qui ad domum alienam accesserit et illo, qui 

eum suasioinibus vel praemiis evocaverit, post ademptionem bonorum in insulam 

detrudendo: superstitioni enim suae servire cupientes poterunt publice ritum proprium 
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exercere. Accusatorem autem huius criminis non delatorem esse, sed dignum magis 

praemio arbitramur. P(ro)p(osita) kal. Feb. Rom(ae) Constantino A. v et Licinio Caes. 

conss. [319 Feb. 1 [Sept….]]  

 

• CTh 9.16.2 Idem A. ad Populum. Haruspices et sacerdotes et eos, qui huic ritui 

adsolent ministrare, ad privatam domum prohibemus accedere vel sub praetextu amicitiae 

limen alterius ingredi, poena contra eos proposita, si contempserint legem. Qui vero id 

vobis existimatis conducere, adite aras publicas adque delubra et consuetudinis vestrae 

celebrate sollemnia: nec enim prohibemus praeteritae usurpationis officia libera luce 

tractari. Dat. id. Mai. Constantino A. v et Licinio conss. [319 May 15] 

 

• CTh 9.16.3 Idem A. et Caes. ad Bassum P(raefectum) U(rbi). Eorum est scientia 

punienda et severissimis meito legibus vindicanda, qui magicis adcincti artibus aut contra 

hominum moliti salutem aut pudicos ad libidinem deflexisse animos detegentur. Nullis 

vero criminationibus inplicanda sunt remedia humanis quaesita corporibus aut in 

agrestibus locis, ne maturis vindemiis metuerentur imbres aut ruentis grandinis 

lapidatione quaterentur, innocenter adhibita suffragia, quibus non cuiusque salus aut 

existimatio laederetur, se quorum proficerent actus, ne divina munera et labores 

hominum sternerentur. Dat. x kal. Iun. Aquil(eiae) Crisp et Constantino Caess. conss. 

[321/4 [317-319] May 23] 

 

• CTh 16.10.1 Imp. Constantinus A. ad Maximum. Si quid de palatio nostro aut ceteris 

operibus publicis degustatum fulgore esse constiterit, retento more veteris observantiae 

quid portendat, ab haruspicibus requiratur et diligentissime scribtura collecta ad nostrum 

scientiam referatur, ceteris etiam usurpandae huius consuetudinis licentia tribuenda, 

dummodo sacrificiis domesticis abstineant, quae specialiter prohibita sunt. Eam autem 

denuntiationem adque interpretationem, quae de tractu amphithreatri scribta est, de qua 

ad Heraclianum tribunum et mag(istrum) officiorum scribseras, ad nos scias esse 

perlatam. Dat. xvi kal. Ian. Serdicae; Acc(epta) viii Id. Mar. Crispo II et Constantino II 

cc. cons. [320/1 Dec. 17] 

 

• CTh 1.2.3 Idem A. Septimio Basso P(raefecto) U(urbi). Ubi rigorem iuris placare aut 

lenire specialiter exoramur, id observetur, ut rescribta ante edi[c]tum propositum 

impetrata suam habeant firmitatem, nec rescribto posteriore derogetur priori. Quae vero 
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postea sunt elicita, nullum robur habeant, nisi consentanea sint legibus publicis; maxime 

cum || CJ 1.14.1 Inter aequitatem iusque interpositam interpretationem nobis solis et 

oportet et licet inspicere. Dat. iii non. Decemb. Sabino et Rufino conss. [316 (immo 

317/8) Dec. 3]. 

 

Constantine II, Constans, and Constantius II (337-353) 

• CTh 16.9.2 Imp. Constantius A. ad Evagrium. Si aliquis Iudaeorum mancipium sectae 

alterius seu nationis crediderit conparandum, mancipium fisco protinus vindicetur: si 

vero emptum circumciderit, non solum mancipii damno multetur, verum etiam capitali 

sententia puniatur. Quod si venerandae fidei conscia mancipia Iudaeus mercari non 

dubitet, omnia, quae aput eum repperiuntur, protinus auferantur nec interponatur 

quicquam morae, quin eorum hominum qui Christiani sunt possessione careat. Et cetera. 

Dat. id. Aug. Constantio A. ii et Constante A. conss. [339 Aug. 13] 

 

• CTh 16.8.6 Imp. Constantius A. ad Evagrium. Post alia: Quod ad mulieres pertinet, 

quas Iudaei in turpitudinis suae duxere consortium in gynaeceo nostro ante versatas, 

placet easdem restitui gynaeceo idque in reliquum observari, ne Christianas mulieres suis 

iungant flagitiis vel, si hoc fecerint, capitali periculo subiugentur. Dat. id. Aug. 

Constantio A. ii cons. [339 Aug. 13] 

 

 

3. The Constantian Trials (353-357) 

The Constantian Trial Series 

• CTh 11.36.7 Idem AA. ad Hieroclen Consularem Syriae Coeles. Observare curabis, ne 

quis homicidarum veneficorum maleficorum adulterorum itemque raptorum argumento 

convictus, teste superatus, voce etiam propria vitium scelusque confessus audiatur 

appellans. Ut enim aequum est non convictos neque confessos, quia plerumque accidit, ut 

fortuna iudicii argumenta conglutinet, quorum similitudine opprimatur reus qui non 

possit vera ratione convinci, vel adversarii calliditas testes subtrahat, qui veritatem 

audacia vel acrimonia superet, vel confessos neque convictos, quod saepe vel repentinae 

formidinis vel impositorum tormentorum cogit immanitas, uti in appellando ceteris etiam 

rei iure communi: ita et aliena et propria voce depressum non oportet, quod contempserit 
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aequitatem ac moram tantum usurpandae lucis indebitae rursus importunitates arripere. 

Dat. v id. dec. Leontio et Sallustio conss. [344 Dec. 9] 

 

• CTh 9.40.4 Imp. Constantius A. Theodoro Viro Perfectissimo Praesidi Arabiae. Dum 

reis manifesta probatione convictis spatium ante sententiam temporis datur, facultas 

supplicandi criminosissimis patet, cum in homicidii crimine et in aliis detecti gravioribus 

causis ultio differenda non sit. Igitur quidem qui iam impetraverunt, ad veniam 

pertineant: de cetero vero iuxta criminis qualitatem legem oportet servari et in scelerosos 

et in noxios proferri iuris sententiam. Dat. id. Octob. Constantio A. iiii et Constante C. 

conss. [346 [?] Oct. 15] 

 

• CTh 16.10.4 Idem AA. ad Taurum Praefectum Praetorio. Placuit omnibus locis adque 

urbibus universis claudi protinus templa et accessu vetito omnibus licentiam delinquendi 

perditis abnegari. Volumus etiam cunctos sacrificiis abstinere. Quod si quis aliquid forte 

huiusmodi perpetraverit, gladio ultore sternatur. facultates etiam perempti fisco 

decernimus vindicari et similiter adfligi rectores provinciarum, si facinora vindicare 

neglexerint. Dat. kal. Dec. Constantio iiii et Constante iii AA. conss. [346 [354?] Dec. 1] 

 

• CTh 9.16.4 Imp. Constantius A. ad Populum. Nemo haruspicem consulat aut 

mathematicum, nemo hariolum. Augurum et vatum prava confessio conticescat. Chaldaei 

ac magi et ceteri, quos maleficos ob facinorum magnitudinem vulgus appellat, nec ad 

hanc partem aliquid moliantur. Sileat omnibus perpetuo divinandi curiositas. Etenim 

supplicium capitis feret gladio ultore prostratus, quicumque iussis obsequium 

denegaverit. Dat. viii Kal. Feb. Mediol(ano) Constantio A. viiii et Iuliano Caes. ii conss. 

[357 Jan. 25]  

 

• CTh 9.16.6 Idem A. ad Taurum P(raefectum) P(raetori)o. Etsi excepta tormentis sunt 

corpora honoribus praeditorum, praeter illa videlicet crimina, quae legibus 

demonstrantur, esi omnes magi, in quacumque sint parte terrarum, humani generis 

inimici credendi sunt, tamen quoniam qui in comitatus nostro sunt ipsam pulsant 

propemodum maiestatem, si quis magus vel magicis contaminibus adsuetus, qui 

maleficus vulgi consuetudine nuncupatur, aut haruspex aut hariolus aut certe augur vel 

etiam mathematicus aut narrandis somniis occultans artem aliquam divinandi aut certe 

aliquid horum simile exercens in comitatu meo vel Caesaris fuerit deprehensus, praesidio 
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dignitatis cruciatus et tormenta non fugiat. Si convictus ad proprium facinus detegentibus 

repugnaverit pernegando, sit eculeo deditus ungulisque sulcantibus latera perferat poenas 

proprio dignas facinore. Dat. iii. Non. Iul. Armini Datiano et Cereale conss. [358 July 5] 

 

 

4. The Magic Trials (368-375) 

The Emperor’s Religion 

• CTh 16.2.21 Idem AAA. Ad Ampelium P(raefectum) U(rbi). Ii, qui ecclesiae iuge 

obsequium deputarunt, curiis habeantur inmunes, si tamen eos ante ortum imperii nostril 

ad cultum se legis nostrae contulisse constiterit: ceteri revocentur, qui se post id tempus 

ecclesiasticis congregarunt. Dat. xvi kal. Iun. Gr(ati)ano A. ii et Probo conss. [371 May 

17] 

 

• CTh 16.6.1 Impp. Valentinianus et Valens AA. ad Iulianum Proconsulem Africae. 

Antistitem, qui sanctitatem baptismi illicita usurpatione geminaverit et contra instituta 

omnium eam gratiam iterando contaminaverit, sacerdotio indignum esse censemus. Dat. 

x kal. Mart. Treviris Valentiniano et Valente iiii AA. conss. [373 Febr. 20] 

 

• CTh 16.6.2 Imppp. Valens, Gratianus et Valentinianus AAA. ad Florianum Vicarium 

Asiae. Eorum condemnamus errorem, qui apostolorum praecepta calcantes christiani 

nominis sacramenta sortitos alio rursus baptismate non purificant, sed incestant, lavacri 

nomine polluentes. Eos igitur auctoritas tua erroribus miseris iubebit absistere ecclesiis, 

quas contra fidem retinent, restitutis catholicae. Eorum quippe institutiones sequendae 

sunt, qui apostolicam fidem sine intermutatione baptismatis probaverunt. Nihil enim 

aliud praecipi volumus, quam quod evangeliorum et apostolorum fides et traditio 

incorrupta servavit, sicut lege divali parentum nostrorum constantini constanti 

valentiniani decreta sunt. Sed plerique expulsi de ecclesiis occulto tamen furore 

grassantur, loca magnarum domorum seu fundorum illicite frequentantes; quos fiscalis 

publicatio comprehendet, si piaculari doctrinae secreta praebuerint, nihil ut ab eo tenore 

sanctio nostra deminuat, qui dato dudum ad nitentium praecepto fuerat constitutus. Quod 

si errorem suum diligunt, suis malis domesticoque secreto, soli tamen, foveant virus 

impiae disciplinae. Dat. xvi kal. Nov. Constantinopoli Grationa A. iiii et Merobaude 

conss. [377 Oct. 17] 
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Law and Order and Imperial Majesty 

• CTh 16.2.20 Imppp. Val(entini)anus, Valens et Gr(ati)anus AAA. Ad Damasum 

Episc(opum) Urbis Rom(ae). Ecclesiastici aut ex ecclesiasticis vel qui continentium se 

volunt nomine nuncupari, viduarum ac pupillarum domos non adeant, sed publicis 

exterminentur iudiciis, si posthac eos adfines earum vel propinqui putaverint deferendos. 

Censemus etiam, ut memorati nihil de eius mulieris, cui se privatim sub praetextu 

religionis adiunxerint, liberalitate quacumque vel extremo iudicio possint adipisci et 

omne in tantum inefficax sit, quod alicui horum ab his fuerit drelictum, ut nec per 

subiectam personam valeant aliquid vel donation vel testament percipere. Quin etiam, si 

forte post admonitionem legis nostrae aliquid isdem eae feminae vel donation vel 

extremo iudicio putaverint relinquendum, id fiscus usurpet. Ceterum si earum quid 

voluntate percipient, ad quarum successionem vel bona iure civili vel edicti beneficiis 

adiuvantur, capiant ut propinqui. Lecta in ecclesiis Rom(ae) iii kal. Aug. Val(entini)ano 

et Valente iii AA. Conss. [30 July 370] 

 

The Magic Trials (368-375) 

• CTh 9.38.3 Imppp. Val(entini)anus, Valens et Gr(ati)anus AAA. Ad Viventium 

P(raefectum) U(rbi). Ob diem paschae, quem intimo corde celebramus, omnibus, quos 

reatus adstringit, carcer inclusit, claustra dissolvimus. Adtamen sacrilegus in maiestate, 

reus in mortuos, veneficus sive maleficus, adulter raptor homicida communion istius 

muneris separentur. Dat. iii. non. Mai. Rom(ae) Lupicino et Iovino conss. [5 May 367 

[369]] 

 

• CTh 9.38.4 Idem AAA. Ad Olybrium P(raefectum) U(rbi). Paschae celebritas 

postulat, ut, quoscumque nunc aegra exspectatio quaestionis poenaeque formido 

sollicitat, absolvamus. Decretis tamen veterum mos gerendus est, ne temere homicidii 

crimen, adulterii foeditatem, maiestatis iniuriam, maleficiorum scelus, insidias 

venenorum raptusque violentiam sinamus evader. Lecta viii id Iun. Val(entini)ano et 

Valente ii AA. Conss. [6 June 368] 
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• CTh 9.16.7 Impp. Val(entini)anus et Valens AA ad Secundum P(raefectum) 

P(raetori)o. Ne quis decinceps nocturnis temporibus aut nefarias preces aut magicos 

apparatus aut sacrifica funesta celebrare conetur. Detectum enim adque convictum 

conpetenti animadverione mactari perenni auctoritate censemus. Dat. v id. Septemb. 

Divo Ioviano et Varroniano conss. [364 Sept. 9] 

 

• CTh 9.16.8 Idem AA. ad Modestum P(raefectum) P(raetori)o. Cesset mathematicorum 

tractatus. Nam si qui publice aut privatim in die noctuque deprehensus fuerit in cohibito 

errore versari, capitali sententia feriatur uterque. Neque enim || culpa dissimilis est 

prohibita discere quam docere. Dat. prid. id. Decemb. Constantinop(oli) Val(entini)ano et 

Valente AA. conss. [370? 373? Dec. 12] 

 

• CTh 9.16.9 Imppp. Val(entini)anus, Valens et Gratianus AAA. ad Senatum. 

Haruspicinam ego nullum cum maleficiorum causis habere consortium iudico neque 

ipsam aut aliquam praeterea concessam a maioribus religionem genus esse arbitror 

criminis. Testes sunt leges a me in exordio imperii mei datae, quibus unicuique, quod 

animo inbibisset, colendi libera facultas tributa est. Nec haruspicinam reprehendimus, sed 

nocenter exerceri vetamus. Dat. iiii kal. Iun. Treviris Gratiano A. ii et Probo conss. [371 

May 29] 

 

• CTh 16.5.3 Impp. Val(entini)anus et Valens AA. ad Ampelium P(raefectum) U(rbi). 

Ubicumque Manichaeorum conventus vel turba huiusmodi repperitur, doctoribus gravi 

censione multatis his quoque qui conveniunt ut infamibus atque probrosis a coetu 

hominum segregatis, domus et habitacula, in quibus profana institutio docetur, fisci 

viribus indubitanter adsciscantur. Dat. vi non. Mart. Trev(iris) Modesto et Arinthaeo 

conss. [372 March 2] 
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5. Intermediary Period II: The Death of Valentinian I and Adrianople (375-

380) 

The Elevation of Theodosius 

• CTh 16.5.5 Imppp. Gratianus, Val(entini)anus et Theo(dosius) AAA. ad Hesperium 

P(raefectum) P(raetori)o. Omnes vetitae legibus et divinis et imperialibus haereses 

perpetuo conquiescant. quisquis opinionem plectibili ausu dei profanus inminuit, sibi 

tantummodo nocitura sentiat, aliis obfutura non pandat. Quisquis redempta venerabili 

lavacro corpora reparata morte tabificat, id auferendo quod geminat, sibi solus talia 

noverit, alios nefaria institutione non perdat. Omnesque perversae istius superstitionis 

magistri pariter et ministri, seu illi sacerdotali adsumptione episcoporum nomen infamant 

seu, quod proximum est, presbyterorum vocabulo religionem mentiuntur, seu etiam se 

diaconos, cum nec Christiani quidem habeantur, appellant, hi conciliabulis damnatae 

dudum opinionis abstineant. Denique antiquato rescripto, quod apud Sirmium nuper 

emersit, ea tantum super catholica observatione permaneant, quae perennis recordationis 

pater noster et nos ipsi victura in aeternum aeque numerosa iussione mandavimus. Dat. iii 

non. Aug. Mediol(ano). Acc. xiii kal. Sept. Auxonio et Olybrio conss. (379 Aug. 3). 

 

• CJ 1.5.2 Imppp. Gratianus Valentinianus et Theodosius AAA. ad Hesperium PP. 

Omnes vetitae legibus et divinis et imperialibus constitutionibus haereses perpetuo 

conquiescant et nemo ulterius conetur quae reppererit profana praecepta vel docere vel 

discere: ne antistites eorundem audeant fidem insinuare, quam non habent, et ministros 

creare, quod non sunt: ne per convientiam iudicantium omniumque, quibus per 

constitutiones paternas super hoc cura mandata est, eiusmodi audacia neglegatur et 

crescat. Haereticorum autem vocabulo continentur et latis adversus eos sanctionibus 

debent succumbere, qui vel levi argumento iudicio catholicae religionis et tramite detecti 

fuerint deviare. D. iii non. Aug. Mediolano. acc. xiii k. Sept. Ausonio et Olybrio conss. 

[379 Aug. 3] 
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6. The Council of Zaragoza (380) in Context 

Theodosius and the Rise of Nicene Exclusivism 

• CTh 16.1.2 Imppp. Gr(ati)anus, Val(entini)anus et The(o)d(osius) AAA. Edictum ad 

Populum Urbis Constantinopolitanae. Cunctos populos, quos clementiae nostrae regit 

temperamentum, in tali volumus religione versari, quam divinum Petrum apostolum 

tradidisse Romanis religio usque ad nunc ab ipso insinuata declarat quamque pontificem 

Damasum sequi claret et Petrum Alexandriae episcopum virum apostolicae sanctitatis, 

hoc est, ut secundum apostolicam disciplinam evangelicamque doctrinam patris et filii et 

spiritus sancti unam deitatem sub parili maiestate et sub pia trinitate credamus. 1. Hanc 

legem sequentes Christianorum catholicorum nomen iubemus amplecti, reliquos vero 

dementes vesanosque iudicantes haeretici dogmatis infamiam sustinere nec conciliabula 

eorum ecclesiarum nomen accipere, divina primum vindicta, post etiam motus nostri, 

quem ex caelesti arbitrio sumpserimus, ultione plectendos. Dat. iii kal. Mar. 

Thessal(onicae) Gr(ati)ano A. v et Theod(osio) A. i conss. [380 Febr. 27] 

 

 

7. Gratian, Valentinian II, and Theodosius (381-383)  

‘A Climate of Mistrust and Conspiracy’ 

• CTh 16.5.6 Idem AAA. Eutropio Praefecto Praetorio. 1. Nullus haereticis 

mysteriorum locus, nulla ad exercendam animi obstinatioris dementiam pateat occasion. 

Sciant omnes etiam si quid speciali quolibet rescripto per fraudem elicito ab huiusmodi 

hominum genere impetratum est, non valere. Arceantur cunctorum haereticorum ab 

inlicitis congregationibus turbae. Unius et summi dei nomen ubique celebretur; Nicaenae 

fidei dudum a maioribus traditae et divinae religionis testimonio atque adsertione 

firmatae observantia semper mansura teneatur; Fotinianae labis contamination, Arriani 

sacrilegii venenum, Euonmianae perfidiae crimen et nefanda monstruosis nominibus 

auctorum prodigia sectarum ab ipso etiam aboleantur auditu. 2. Is autem Nicaenae 

adsertor fidei, catholicae religionis verus cultor accipiendus est, qui omnipotentem deum 

et Christum filium dei uno nominee confitetur, deum de deo, lumen ex lumine: qui 

spiritum sanctum, quem ex summon rerum parente speramus et accipimus, negando non 

violat: apud quem intemeratae fidei sensu viget incorruptae trinitatis indivisa substantia, 

quae Graeci adsertione verbi ούσία recte credentibus dicitur. Haec profecto nobis magis 
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probate, haec veneranda sunt. 3. Qui vero isdem non inserviunt, desinant adfectatis dolis 

alienum verae religionis nomen adsumere et suis apertis criminibus denotentur. Ab 

omnium submoti ecclesiarum limine penitus arceantur, cum omnes haereticos inlicitas 

agree intra oppida congregations vetemus ac, si quid eruption factiosa temptaverit, ab 

ipsis etiam urbium moenibus exterminato furore propelli iubeamus, ut cunctis orthodoxis 

episcopis, qui Nicaenam fidem tenant, catholicae ecclesiae toto orbe reddantur. Dat. iiii 

id. Ian. Const(antino)p(o)li Eucherio et Syagrio conss. [381 Jan. 10] 

 

381 

• CTh 16.1.3 Idem AAA. ad Auxonium Proc(onsulem) Asiae. Episcopis tradi omnes 

ecclesias mox iubemus, qui unius maiestatis adque virtutis patrem et filium et spiritum 

sanctum confitentur eiusdem gloriae, claritatis unius, nihil dissonum profana divisione 

facientes, sed trinitatis ordinem personarum adsertione et divinitatis unitate, quos 

constabit communion Nectari episc(opi) Constantinopolitanae ecclesiae nec non 

Timothei intra Aegyptum Alexandrinae urbis episcopi esse sociatos; quos etiam in 

Orientis partibus Pelagio episcopo Laodicensi et Diodoro episcopo Tarsensi: in Asia nec 

non proconsulari adque Asiana dioecesi Amphilochio episcopo Iconiensi et Optimo 

episcopo Antiocheno: in Pontica dioecesi Helladio episc(opo) Caesariensi et Otreio 

Meliteno et Gregorio episc(opo) Nysseno, Terennio episc(opo) Scythiae, Marmario 

episc(opo) Marcianop(olitano) communicare constiterit. Hos ad optinendas catholicas 

ecclesias ex communion et consortio probabilium sacerdotum oportebit admitti: omnes 

autem, qui ab eorum, quos commemoration specialis expressit, fidei communion 

dissentiunt, ut manifestos haereticos ab ecclesiis expelli neque his penitus posthac 

obtinendarum ecclesiarum pontificium facultatemque permitti, ut verae ac Nicaenae fidei 

sacerdotia casta permaneant nec post evidentem praecepti nostril formam malignae locus 

detur astutiae. Dat. iii kal. Aug. Heracul(eae) Eucherio et Syagrio conss. [381 July 30]  

 

• CTh 16.5.7 Idem AAA. Eutropio P(raefecto) P(raetori)o. Si quis Manichaeus 

Manichaeave ex die latae dudum legis ac primitus a nostris parentibus in quamlibet 

personam condito testament vel cuiuslibet titulo liberalitatis atque specie donationis 

transmisit proprias facultates, vel quisquam ex his adiate per quamlibet successionis 

formam conlatione ditatus est, quoniam isdem sub perpetua inustae infamiae nota 

testandi ac vivendi iure Romano omnem protinus eripimus facultatem neque eos aut 

relinquendae aut capiendae alicuius hereditatis habere sinimus potestatem, totum fisci 
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nostril viribus inminentis indagatione societur. Sive id marito sive propinquo aut cuilibet 

bene merito sive etiam filiis, quos tamen vitae eiusdem et criminis facinora sociata 

coniungent, sive etiam per interpositam quamlibet personam profuturum eidem, qui e tali 

hominum genere et grege repperitur, inlicita liberalitate provenerit, caduci titulo 

vindicetur. 1. Nec in posterum tantum huius emissae per nostrum mansuetudinem legis 

forma praevaleat, sed in praeteritum etiam, quidquid talium personarum aut proprietas 

reliquit aut succession habuit, usurpatio fiscalis commode persequatur. Nam licet ordo 

caelestium statutorum secuturis post observantiam sacratae constitutionis indicat 

nequeactis obese consueverit, tamen, quoniam quid consuetudo obstinationis et pertinax 

natura mereatur, in hac tantum, quam specialiter vigere volumus, sanctione iustae sensu 

instigationis agnoscimus et eos, qui etiam post legem primitus datam nequaquam ab 

inlicitis et profanes coitionibus refrenari divina saltem monitione potuerunt, tamquam in 

ipsius depictae legis iniuriam veluti sacrilegii reos tenemus, severitatem praesentium 

statutorum non tam ad constituendae, sed ad ulciscendae legis sanximus exemplum, ita ut 

nec defensio temporis prosit. 2. His tantum filiis paternorum vel maternorum bonorum 

succession deferatur, qui licet ex Manichaeis orti sensu tamen et affect propriae salutis 

admoniti ab eiusdem vitae professionisque collegiis pura semet dediti religione 

demoverint, tali inmunes a crimine. 3. Illud etiam huic adicimus sanctioni, ne in 

conventiculis oppidorum, ne in urbibus Claris consueta feralium mysteriorum sepulcra 

constituent; a conspectus celebri civitate penitus coherceantur. Nec se sub simulatione 

fallaci eorum scilicet nominum, quibus plerique, ut cognovimus, probatae fidei et 

propositi castioris dici ac signari volent, maligna fraude defendant; cum praesertim 

nonnulli ex his Encratitas, Apotactitas, Hydroparastatas vel Saccoforos nominari se velint 

et varietate nominum diversorum velut religiosae professionis officia mentiantur. Eos 

enim omnes convenit non professione defendi nominum, sed notabiles atque execrandos 

haberi scelere sectarum. Dat. viii id. Mai. Const(antino)p(o)li Eucherio et Syagrio conss. 

[381 May 8] 

 

• CTh 16.10.7 Imppp. Gr(ati)anus, Val(entini)anus et Theod(ius) AAA. Floro 

P(raefecto) P(raetori)o. Si qui vetitis sacrificiis diurnis nocturnisque velut vesanus ac 

sacrilegus incertorum consultorem se inmerserit fanumque sibi aut templum ad 

huiuscemodi sceleris executionem adsumendum crediderit vel putaverit adeundum, 

proscribtione se noverit subiugandum, cum nos iusta institutione moneamus castis deum 
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precibus excolendum, non diris carminibus profanandum. Dat. xii kal. Ian. 

Constantinop(oli) Eucherio et Syagrio conss. [381 Dec. 21] 

 

• CTh 16.10.8 Idem AAA. Palladio Duci Osdroenae. Aedem olim frequentiae 

dedicatam coetui et iam populo quoque commune, in qua simulacra feruntur posita artis 

pretio quam divinitate metienda iugiter patere publici consilii auctoritate decernimus 

neque huic rei obreptivum officere sinimus oraculum. Ut convent Urbis et frequenti coetu 

videatur, experiential tua omni votorum celebritate servata auctoritate nostril ita patere 

templum permittat oraculi, ne illic prohibitorum usus sacrificiorum huius occasione 

aditus permissus esse credatur. Dat. prid. kal. Dec. Constantinop(oli) Antonio et Syagrio 

conss. [382 Nov. 30] 

 

382 

• CTh 16.5.9 Idem AAA. Floro P(raefecto) P(raetori)o. Quisquis Manichaeorum vitae 

solitariae falsitate coetum bonorum fugit ac secretas turbas eligit pessimorum, ita ut 

profanatory atque corruptor catholicae, quam cuncti suspicimus, disciplinae legi 

subiugetur, ut intestabilis vivat, nihil vivus inpendat inlicitis, nihil moriens relinquat 

indignis, omnia suis non moribus, sed natura restituat aut proximis, si deerit legitima 

successio, melius regenda dimittat, fisci dominio deficient agnatione sine fraude 

molitionis intellegat obligata. 1. Haec de solitariis. Ceterum quos Encratitas prodigiali 

appelatione cognominant, cum Saccoforis sive Hydroparastatis refutatos iudicio, proditos 

crimine, vel in mediocri vestigio facinoris huius inventos summon supplicio et 

inexpiabili poena iubemus adfligi, manente ea condicione de bonis, quam omni huic 

officinae inposuimus, a latae dudum legis exordio. Sublimitas itaque tua det inquisitors, 

aperiat forum, indices denuntiatoresque sine Invidia delationis accipiat. Nemo 

praescribtione communi exordium accusationis huius infringat. Nemo tales occultos 

cogat latentesque conventus: agris vetitum sit, prohibitum moenibus, sede publica 

privataque damnatum. 2. Ac summa exploratione rimetur, ut, quicumque in unum 

paschae die non obsequenti religione convenerint, tales indubitanter, quales hac lege 

damnavimus, habeantur. Dat. prid. kal. April. Const(antino)p(o)li Antonio et Syagrio 

conss. [382 March 31] 

 

 

8. Maximus’ Rebellion (383) 
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A Quick Victory 

• CTh 1.3.1 Impp. Grat(ianus), Valentin(ianus) et Theod(osius) AAA. ad Eusignium 

Proc(consulem) Africae. Si quis adserat cum mandatis nostris se venire secretis, omnes 

sciant nemini quicquam, nisi quod scriptis probaverit, esse credendum, nec ullius 

dignitate terreri, sive ille tribuni sive notarii sive comitis praeferat potestatem, sed sacras 

dignitatem ivst. Nostras litteras esse quaerendas. Dat. xvi kal. Iul. Verona, accepta prid. 

kalend. Aug. Merobaude II et Saturnino conss. [16 June 383] 

 

 

9. The Synod of Bordeaux (384) in Context 

(Re-) Enforcement of Authority 

• CTh 1.6.9 Imppp Valentinianus, Theodosius et Arcadius AAA. ad Symmachum 

[Praefectum Urbi]. Disputari de principali iudicio non oportet: sacrilegii enim instar est 

dubitare, an is dignus sit, quem elegerit imperator. Si quis igitur iudicum fuerit repertus, || 

fin. IVST. qui supercilium suum principali aestimet iudicio praeferendum, quinque libras 

auri eius officium, nisi formam nostrae sanctionis suggesserit, decem ipse fisci viribus 

inferre cogatur. Dat. v k. Mai. Med(iolano) Post Consulatum Richomeris et Clearchi vv. 

CC. [April 27, 385] 

 

• CTh 9.38.7 Idem AAA. ad Marcianum Vic(arium). Religio anniversariae 

obsecrationis hortatur, ut omnes omnino periculo carceris metuque poenarum eximi 

iuberemus, qui leviore crimine rei sunt postulate. Unde apparet eos excipi, quos atrox 

cupiditas in scelera compulit saeviora: in quibus est primum crimen et maxime 

maiestatis, deinde homicidii veneficiique ac maleficiorum, stupri atque adulterii perique 

immanitate sacrilegii sepulchrique violatio, raptus monetaeque adulterate figuration. Dat. 

xi kal. April. Med(iolano) Richomere et Clearcho conss. [22 March 384]. 

 

• CTh 9.38.6 Imppp. Gratianus, Valentinianus et Theodosius AAA. ad Antidium V.C. 

Vic(ari)um. paschalis laetitiae dies ne illa quidem gemere sinit ingenia, quae flagitia 

fecerunt; pateat insuetis horridus carcer aliquando luminibus. alienum autem censemus 

ab indulgentia, qui nefariam criminum conscientiam in maiestatem superbe animaverit, 

qui parricidali furore raptus sanguine proprio manum tinxit, qui cuiusque praeterea 

hominis caede maculatus est, qui genialis tori ac lectuli fuit invasor alieni, qui 
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verecundiae virginalis raptor extitit, qui venerandum cognati sanguinis vinculum profano 

caecus violavit incestu, vel qui noxiis quaesita graminibus et diris inmurmurata secretis. 

mentis et corporis venena composuit, aut qui sacri oris imitator et divinorum vultuum 

adpetitor venerabiles formas sacrilegio eruditus inpressit. his ergo tali quoque sub 

absolutione damnatis indultum nostrae serenitatis eo praecepti fine concludimus, ut 

remissionem veniae crimina nisi semel commissa non habeant, ne in eos liberalitatis 

augustae referatur humanitas, qui impunitatem veteris admissi non emendationi potius 

quam consuetudini deputarunt. Recitata xii kal. Aug. Rom(ae) Syagrio et Eucherio 

Conss. (381 Iul. 21). 

 

• CTh 9.38.8 Idem AAA. ad Neoterium pf. p. Nemo deinceps tardiores fortassis affatus 

nostrae perennitatis exspectet: exsequantur iudices, quod indulgere consuevimus. ubi 

primum dies paschalis exstiterit, nullum teneat carcer inclusum, omnium vincula 

solvantur. sed ab his secernimus eos, quibus contaminari potius gaudia laetitiamque 

communem, si dimittantur, advertimus. quis enim sacrilego diebus sanctis indulgeat? 

quis adultero vel incesti reo tempore castitatis ignoscat? quis non raptorem in summa 

quiete et gaudio communi persequatur instantius? nullam accipiat requiem vinculorum, 

qui quiescere sepultos quadam sceleris immanitate non sivit; patiatur tormenta veneficus, 

maleficus adulteratorque monetae; homicida, quod fecit, semper exspectet; reus etiam 

maiestatis de domino, adversum quem talia molitus est, veniam sperare non debet. Dat. v 

kal. Mart. Med(iolano) Arcadio A. i. et Bautone Conss. [22 March 384] 

 

• CTh 9.33.1 Imppp. Gr(ati)anus, Val(entini)anus et Theod(osius). AAA. Florentio pf. 

Augustali. Si quis contra evidentissimam iussionem suscipere plebem et adversus 

publicam disciplinam defendere fortasse tentaverit, mulctam gravissimam sustinebit. Dat. 

xiii kal. Ian. Constantinopoli, Richomere et Clearcho Conss. [20 December 384] 

 

 

10. The Trials at Trier (385) 

The Priscillianist Trials 

• CTh 9.36.1 Imppp. Val(entini)anus, Theodosius et Arcad(ius) AAA. Desiderio 

Vic(ari)o. Quisquis accusator reum in iudicium sub inscribtione detulerit, si intra anni 

tempus accusationem coeptam persequi supersederit vel, quod est contumacius, ultimo 
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anni die adesse neglexerit, quarta bonorum omnium parte multatus aculeos 

consultissimae legis incurrat, scilicet manente infamia, quam veteres iusserant 

sanctiones. Dat. iiii. id. Iul. Trev(iris) Arcad(io) A i et Bautone Conss. [12 July 385] 

 

 

12. Ideological Justifications for the Trials 

• CTh 16.4.1 Imppp. Val(entini)anus, Theod(osius) et Arcad(ius) AAA. Eusigno 

P(raefecto) P(raetori)o. His, qui sibi tantummodo existimant colligendi copiam 

contributam, si turbulentum quippiam contra nostrae tranquilitatis praeceptum faciendum 

esse temptaverint, ut seditionis auctores pacisque turbatae ecclesiae, maiestatis capite ac 

sanguine sint supplicia luituri. Dat. x kal. Feb. Constant(ino)p(oli), Honorio Nob. P. et 

Evodio V.C. conss. [386 Jan. 23] 

 

 

13. Practical Justifications for the Trials 

• CTh 16.10.9 Idem AAA. Cynegio Praefecto Praetorio. Ne quis mortalium ita faciendi 

sacrificii sumat audaciam, ut inspectione iecoris extorumque praesagio vanae spem 

promissionis accipiat vel, quod est deterius, futura sub execrabili consultatione 

cognoscat. Acerbioris etenim inminebit supplicii cruciatus eis, qui contra vetitum 

praesentium vel futurarum rerum explorare temptaverint veritatem. Dat. viii kal. Iun. 

Constantinopoli Arcadio A. i et Bautone V.C. conss. [385 May 25] 
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Appendix B: Council of Zaragoza 

Canons 
DUODECIM EPISCOPORUM, IV NONAS OCTOBRIS. 

Caesaraugusta in secretario residentibus episcopis Fitadio [U., Hitadio], Delfino, 

Eutychio, Ampelio, Auxentio, Lucio, Itacio [U., Etacio], Splendonio [B. R., Splendinio], 

Valerio, Symposio, Cartherio et Idacio [U.,Hidacio], ab universis dictum est: Recitentur 

sententiae. Lucius episcopus legit. 

 

I. Ut feminae fideles a virorum alienorum coetibus separentur. 

Ut mulieres omnes Ecclesiae catholicae et fideles a virorum alienorum lectione et 

coetibus separentur, vel ad ipsas legentes aliae studio vel docendi vel discendi 

conveniant, quoniam hoc Apostolus jubet. Ab universis episcopis dictum est: Anathema 

futuros qui hanc concilii sententiam non observaverint. 

 

II. Ut diebus dominicis nullus jejunet nec diebus Quadragesimae ab ecclesia absentet. 

Item legit: Ne quis ieiunet die dominica causa temporis aut persuasionis aut 

superstitionis, et quadragesimarum die ab ecclesiis non desint nec habitent latibula 

cubiculorum ac montium qui in his suspicionibus perseverant, sed exemplum et 

praeceptum custodiant sacerdotum et ad alienas villas agendorum conventuum causa non 

conveniant. Ab universis episcopis dictum est: Anathema sit qui hoc commiserit. 

 

III. Ut qui eucharistiam in ecclesia accipit et ibi eam non sumit anathematizetur. 

Item legit: Eucharistiae gratiam si quis probatur acceptam in ecclesia non sumpsisse, 

anathema sit in perpetuum. Ab universis episcopis dictum est: Placet. 

 

IV. Ut tribus hebdomadis quae sunt ante Epiphaniam ab ecclesia nemo recedat. 

Item legit: Viginti et uno die quo a XVI Kalendas Ianuarias usque in diem Epiphaniae qui 

est VIII Idus Ianuarias continuis diebus nulli liceat de ecclesia absentare, nec latere in 

domibus, nec secedere in villam, nec montes petere, nec nudis pedibus incedere, sed 

concurrere ad ecclesiam: quod qui non observaverit de susceptis, anathema sit in 

perpetuum. Ab universis episcopis dictum est: Anathema sit. 

 

V. Ut qui a suis episcopis privantur ab aliis non recipiantur. 
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Item lectum est: Ut hi qui per disciplinam aut sententiam episcopi ab Ecclesia fuerint 

separati ab aliis episcopis non sint recipiendi; quod si scientes episcopi fecerint, non 

habeant communionem. Ab universis episcopis dictum est: Qui hoc commiserit, 

episcoporum non habeat communionem. 

 

VI. Ut clericus qui propter licentiam monachus vult esse excommunicetur. 

Item legit: Si quis de clericis propter luxum vanitatemque praesumptam de officio suo 

sponte discesserit, ac se velut observatiorem legis in monacho videri voluerit esse quam 

clericum, ita de Ecclesia repellendum ut nisi rogando atque observando [T. 1, 2, U., 

obsecrando] plurimis temporibus satisfecerit, non recipiatur. Ab universis episcopis 

dictum est: Ita fiat. 

 

VII. Ut doctoris sibi nomen non imponat cui concessum non est. 

Item lectum est: Ne quis doctoris sibi nomen imponat praeter has personas quibus 

concessum est, secundum id quod scriptum est. Ab universis episcopis dictum est: Placet. 

 

VIII. Ut ante quadraginta annos sanctimoniales virgines non velentur. 

Item lectum est: Non velandas esse virgines, quae se Deo voverint, nisi quadraginta 

annorum probata aetate, quam sacerdos comprobaverit. Ab universis episcopis dictum 

est: Placet. 
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Appendix C: Letters from Maximus 
Coll. Avell. 39 Epistola Maximi Tyranni ad Valentinianum Aug. Iuniorem. Contra 

Arrianos et Manichaeos. 

1 Nisi clementiae nostrae circa serenitatem tuam fides simplex esset et gratia plenae 

concordiae, confido etiam quod commoda rationibus meis esse possent haec, quae nunc 

agi dicuntur in partibus tranquillitatis tuae: catholicae legis turbatio atque conuulsio. 

Quid enim tam optandum possit † ei, si quis esset inimicus, quam aduersus ecclesias dei, 

hoc est aduersus deum ipsum, te aliqua moliri et, ubi error excusabilis non est, ibi uelle 

peccare? 2 Sed quoniam serenitati nostrae et in deum religio maior quam <ut eum> 

uiolari et ab inimicisimo quoque optabile nobis arbitremur, et circa serenissimam 

iuuentutem tuam tam arta nostri cura, tam sedula est, ut recte facta magis nos sua quam 

errata delectent: idcirco perennitatem tuam credidimus commonendam, ut introspecta 

ratione numinis summi et maiestatis ipsius considerata potentia, quid agere debeas, 

sollicita mente perpendas. 3 Audio enim (nam fama non patitur occultari, praesertim 

quod agatur in populos) nouis clementiae tuae edictis ecclesiis catholicis uim illatam 

fuisse, obsideri in basilicis sacerdotes, multam esse propositam, poenam capitis adiectam 

et legem sanctissimam sub nomine nescio cuius legis euerti. Hoc quam graue sit, poteris 

intueri, si dei magnitudinem uolueris cogitare. Erubesco, si quam crediderit serenitas tua 

astruere uellem rationem et dei agere causam. Quid enim, si hoc solum esset? Si enim 

iam per tot saecula coalita et confirmata mutares, paruamne excitare discordiam 

uidereris? Ipsis humanis legibus in hac mortalitate habet nostra reuerentiam consuetudo 

et in re iam uetusta atque usitata aliquid nouum fecisse reprehensio est. 4 Italia omnis 

atque Africa hoc sacramento credunt; hac fide gloriantur Gallia, Aquitania, omnis 

Hispania, Roma ipsa uenerabilis, cuius etiam in hac parte principatus est, quod deum 

sicut sequi uoluit agnouit. Confitebor ipse (quod non sine maerore dictum est): solum 

dissentiebat Illyricum. Utinam quod errasset non extaret exemplum!Utinam illud 

incolume Arrianae legis Mursinense oppidum permaneret et non ad iudicium quondam 

erroris miseri concidisset, ut, quia ipsos erudisset auctores, praecipua irati numinis 

ultione procumberet! Periculose, mihi crede, diuina temptantur. 5 Uenerabilis memoriae 

diuus Ualentinianus, pater clementiae tuae, hac fide fideliter imperauit. Nihil ille 

attingere uoluit, quod bene constitutum uidebat. Hi certe sub eodem episcopi iam fuerunt: 

quae tanta mutatio, ut, qui antea sacerdotes, nunc sacrilegi iudicentur? Isdem certe 

praeceptis, isdem sacramentis dicati eadem fide credunt, qua ante crediderunt. 6 An putat 

uenerabilis mihi serenitas tua conceptam semel in animis hominum religionem, quam 
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deus ipse constituit, posse conuelli? Quantae ex hoc discordiae excitabuntur? Quanta 

contentio oborietur? Quam crebrae et pestiferae seditiones? Quanta et quam peruenientia 

ad deum uota iustorum, cum inter Christianos, quod dictu sit nefas, quaedam 

persecutionis imago nascatur? 7 Uideris, in quam partem hanc sedulitatem nostram 

interpreteris; nullo certe maiore genere curam meam circa. clementiam tuam probare † te 

posse, quam si te horter, ut desinas: puto enim recognoscas, quod nemo hoc suaderet 

inimicus. Haec amabiliter a nobis dicta esse opto ut intellegas. 8 Spero quod credas. 

Unde aequum admodum est, ne sancto numini dicata conuellas, Italiam omnem et 

uenerabilem Romam ceterasque prouincias suis ecclesiis, suis sacerdotibus reddas neque 

te medius interseras, cum fas sit iustius, qui a catholica ecclesia Arrianorum 

interpretatione discesserint, errorem suum uera religione mutare quam recte sentientibus 

suam inmittere prauitatem.  

 

 

Coll. Avell. 40 Victor Magnus Maximus Perpetuus Triumphator Semper Augustus Siricio 

Parenti. [Dated ~385]  

1 Accepimus litteras sanctitatis tuae, quae nobis fuere gratissimae quaeque plane et 

nomini sacerdotis et dignitati urbis splendidissimae conuenirent. Fidei uero catholicae, de 

qua clementiam nostram consulere uoluisti, quo maius circa me et speciale iudicium 

diuinitatis experior, hoc me confiteor curam habere maiorem, qui uidelicet et ad 

imperium ab ipso statim salutari fonte conscenderim et cui in omnibus semper conatibus 

atque successibus deus fautor affuerit cuiusque hodie et, ut spero, perpetuo protector et 

custos esse dignetur, pater karissime. 2 Ceterum de Agroecio, quem indebite ad 

presbyterii gradum conscendisse commemoras, quid religioni nostrae catholicae possum 

praestare reuerentius, quam ut de hoc ipso, cuiuscemodi esse uideatur, catholici iudicent 

sacerdotes? Quorum conuentum ex oportunitate omnium, uel qui intra Gallias uel qui 

intra quinque prouincias commorantur, in qua elegerint urbe constituam, ut isdem 

residentibus et cognoscentibus, quid habeat consuetudo, quid legis sit, iudicetur. Haec 

enim, quae libris sunt asserenda et maiorum nostrorum religiosissimis constitutis, ipsi 

possunt melius astruere, qui norunt. 3 Ceterum id nobis animi et uoluntatis esse 

profitemur, ut fides catholica procul omni dissensione summota concordantibus uniuersis 

sacerdotibus et unanimiter deo seruientibus illaesa Et inuiolabilis perseueret. Nam noster 

aduentus ita inquinata aliqua et sceleratorum labe polluta deprehendit et repperit, ut, nisi 

nostra prouisio atque medicina, quae ex dei summi timore ueniebat, his opem celeriter 

attulisset, ingens profecto diuulsio atque perditio fuisset exorta, ut uix sananda postea 
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uitia concreuissent. 4 Ceterum quid adhuc proxime proditum sit Manichaeos sceleris 

admittere, non argumentis neque suspicionibus dubiis uel incertis sed ipsorum 

confessione inter iudicia prolatis malo ex gestis ipsis tua sanctitas quam ex nostro ore 

cognoscat, quia huiuscemodi non modo factu turpia uerum etiam foeda dictu proloqui 

sine rubore non possumus. ET MANU IMPERATORIS: Diuinitas te seruet per multos 

annos. 
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Appendix D: Images  
Figure 1: ANS 1970.156.156. 

 

 

Figure 2: ANS 1944.100.25360 

 

 

Figure 3: ANS 1944.100.25329 
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Appendix E: Important Figures 
Clergy 

Ambrose: bishop Milan, refused to see the Priscillianists c381. 

Ampelius: unknown bishop, attended Council of Zaragoza. 

Armenius: unknown priest, Priscillianist, executed. 

Aurelius: unknown deacon, Priscillianist, executed. 

Auxentius: bishop of Toledo, attended Council of Zaragoza. 

Britannius: bishop Trier, supported Ithacius. 

Caterius: bishop in Gallaecia?, attended Council of Zaragoza. 

Damasus: bishop of Rome until his death in 384, opposed Priscillianists. 

Delphinus: bishop of Bordeaux, attended Council of Zaragoza; opposed the 

Priscillianists. 

Eutychius: unknown bishop, attended Council of Zaragoza. 

Felicissimus: unknown priest, Priscillianist, executed. 

Hydatius: bishop of Mérida, attended Council of Zaragoza, opposed Priscillian, 

abdicated his see after the trials. 

Hyginius: bishop of Córdoba, associated with Priscillian. He was likely exiled by 

Maximus as part of the Priscillianist verdicts. Ambrose Ep. 30.12. 

Instantius: bishop in Lusitania, Priscillianist, exiled to Scilly Islands. 

Ithacius: bishop of Faro, opposed to Priscillian after Council of Zaragoza; prosecutor of 

Priscillian at his first trial. 

Lucius: bishop Tarragona, attended Council of Zaragoza, helped Hyginius assault 

Vincent, a Luciferian. 

Martin: bishop of Tours, opposed civil action against the Priscillianists. 

Priscillian: bishop of Avila, recognised as the leader of the Priscillianists; executed. 

Phoebadius: bishop of Agens, attended Council of Zaragoza, likely opposed to 

Priscillian. 

Salvianus: bishop in Lusitania, Priscillianist, died in Italy c381/2. 

Symposius: bishop of Astorga: attended Council of Zaragoza, ally of Priscillian. 

Siricius: bishop of Rome after the death of Damasus in late 384, opposed to Priscillian. 

Splendonius: unknown bishop, attended Council of Zaragoza. 

Theognitus: unknown bishop, opposed civil action against the Priscillianists or 

Priscillian only. 
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Valerius: bishop Zaragoza, attended Council of Zaragoza. 

 

Laypersons  

Agape: taught Priscillian. 

Asarbus: Priscillianist; wrote a defence along with Latronianus; executed. 

Euchrotia: noblewoman; relative of members of the Bordeaux School and Gratian’s 

court; mother of Procula; executed in Trier. 

Helpidius: rhetor from the Bordeaux school; taught Priscillian. 

John: Priscillianist who confessed before the trials and was sent into temporary exile in 

Gaul. Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:158c; 2.51.1. 

Latronianus: writer; Priscillianist, executed. 

Potamius: Priscillianist who confessed before the trials and was sent into temporary 

exile. Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:158c; 2.51.1. 

Procula: noblewoman; relative of members of the Bordeaux School and Gratian’s court; 

daughter of Euchrotia; unknown fate. Prosper 388. 

Tertullus: Priscillianist who confessed before the trials and was sent into temporary exile 

in Gaul. Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:158c; 2.51.1. 

Tiberianus: sent to Scilly Islands and had property confiscated after the trials. 

Urbica: noblewoman; widow; resident in Bordeaux, where she was stoned to death by a 

mob in 384. 

 

Officials 

Anonymous 7: Praetorian Prefect of Gaul in 384/5 under Maximus, received letters to 

send participants in the Priscillianist controversy to the Synod of Bordeaux. Sulpicius 

Chron. PL 20:157c; 2.49.2. 

Anonymus 30: the ambassador to Constantinople under Maximus. Zosimus 4.37.1-3. 

Anonymous 31: the praepositus cubicula under Maximus. 

Anonymous 36: the uncle of Maximus, titled comes. 

Anonymous 58: vicarius Hispanarum c383 under Gratian, was meant to try Ithacius for 

disturbing the churches. Sulpicius Chron. PL 20:157a; 2.49.2. 

Anonymous 59: vicarius Hispanarum c384 under Maximus, received letters to send 

participants in the Priscillianist controversy to the Synod of Bordeaux. Sulpicius Chron. 

PL 20:157c; 2.49.2. 

Evodius: Praetorian Prefect under Maximus; found the Priscillian guilty. 
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Gregorius: Praetorian Prefect under Gratian. 

Macedonius: magister officiorum under Gratian; supported the Priscillianists against 

Ithacius. 

Patricius: treasurer under Maximus; prosecutor of Priscillian at his second trial. 

Volventius: proconsul(?) of Lusitania under Gratian during the Priscillianist controversy. 

 

Unknown 

Julian: Priscillianist(?); executed. Jerome De viris inl. CXXII. 
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