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JULIAN’S ORATION TO THE CYNIC HERACLEIOS  
AGAINST THE BACKDROP OF GREEK DRAMA



A B S T R AC T: This article examines Julian’s Oration 7, To the Cynic Hera­
cleios, against the backdrop of Greek drama and Aristotle’s Poetics. It argues 
that the oration consistently integrates comic and tragic intertexts alongside Ar-
istotelian terminology to redefine the ethical and metaphysical conditions of 
legitimate philosophical speech. Julian frames his polemic against Cynic myth-
making through a sustained contrast between theatrical excess and indecorous 
display, on the one hand, and a disciplined and reverent use of mythic narra-
tion, on the other. Central to the analysis is the “autobiographical myth”, which 
recasts the Constantinian dynasty within a tragic schema of ἀμαθία, ἐπιθυμία, 
and ἀδικήματα, while presenting Julian’s own mission as a providential inter-
vention under the auspices of Helios and Athena Πρόνοια. By appropriating 
tragic vocabulary, motifs of purification, and Platonic political imagery, Julian 
transforms theatrical language into an instrument of imperial self-fashioning. 
Oration 7 thus emerges not as mere personal invective but as a programmatic 
vision of the “finest and best tragedy” at the level of imperial governance.

J ulian stands as one of the most distinctive and complex figures of Late 
Antiquity: emperor, philosopher, and author, positioned at the intersec-

tion of Classical Greek paideia and the profound transformations of the 
later Roman world. Shaped by Neoplatonic philosophy and deeply com-
mitted to the revival of traditional Greco-Roman religion, Julian conceives 
of discourse not merely as a means of persuasion but as an instrument of 
moral and political formation. It is within this framework that Oration 7, 
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To the Cynic Heracleios, must be situated: a text prompted by a public af-
front yet functioning far beyond personal polemic. The oration articulates a 
programmatic reflection on the limits of philosophical parrhesia, the prop-
er use of myth, and the relationship between dramatic form and philosoph-
ical authority in a period of acute ideological conflict.1

This paper argues that Oration 7 systematically integrates dramatic 
intertext —drawn from Greek comedy and tragedy— with Aristotelian po-
etological terminology in order to redefine the ethical and theological con-
ditions of legitimate philosophical speech. Particular attention is devoted 
to the “autobiographical myth” embedded in the oration,2 which offers an 
allegorical exposition of the story of Constantine and his ruling progeny to 
date,3 while simultaneously articulating Julian’s own providential mission. 
Through its deployment of dramatic quotation, tragic vocabulary, and Aris-
totelian concepts, Oration 7 turns theatrical language into an instrument of 
imperial self-fashioning and metaphysical legitimation. Such a reading rests 
on an understanding of Julian as a self-conscious author who conceives writ-
ing not as incidental expression but as a mode of imperial action. As S. Elm 
has shown, he addresses multiple publics simultaneously —philosophical 
insiders, civic elites, religious adversaries, and posterity— and structures 
his deployment of myth, polemic, and exemplarity through deliberate inter-
pretive discipline rather than spontaneity or nostalgia. Viewed in this light, 
Oration 7 emerges not merely as personal invective, but as a carefully con-
structed and programmatic intervention.4

1. THE COMIC FRAME

From his very first words Julian locates Heracleios’ speech within the liter-
ary ambit of comic verse: he specifically cites a line that he had “heard in 
comedy”, ἦ πολλὰ γίνεται ἐν μακρῷ χρόνῳ (“Truly with the lapse of time 
many things come to pass!”), which, as he explains, he was close to pro-
claiming aloud when listening to a “Cynic” (κυνός, literally “dog”) “barking 
in a manner neither distinct nor noble” (204a). By introducing his oppo-

1.	 For a succinct appraisal of this oration within Julian’s philosophical work, see Nesselrath 
(2020a); for an analytical edition, featuring text, German translation and interpretative 
essays, see Nesselrath (2021a).

2.	 Or. 7.227c–234c.
3.	 The oration was delivered soon after March 362.
4.	 Elm (2012b) esp. 4–7.
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nent through a comic quotation, Julian immediately establishes a theatrical 
frame: even before any philosophical argument unfolds, Heracleios is situ-
ated within the world of the comic stage rather than that of serious philo-
sophical inquiry. Indeed, both surprise and dismissal characterize Julian᾽s 
reaction as he is confronted with a Cynic philosopher whose speech resem-
bles performances by comedians mocking Heracles and Dionysos (ὥσπερ 
ἐν θεάτρῳ κωμῳδουμένων Ἡρακλέους καὶ Διονύσου). As will soon emerge, 
Heracleios had introduced divine figures into his allegorical myth. How-
ever, despite being himself the object of the Cynic’s ridicule, Julian remarks 
that he did not leave the venue, since he did not wish to appear as someone 
“moved by superstition”. Ἔμενον δὲ ἐκεῖνο πρὸς ἐμαυτὸν εἰπών· Τέτλαθι δή, 
κραδίη, καὶ κύντερον ἄλλο ποτ’ ἔτλης· ἀνάσχου καὶ κυνὸς ληροῦντος ὀλίγον 
ἡμέρας μόριον. “So I stayed, saying to myself: Bear it, my heart—yes, you 
once endured things yet more shameful.” Endure, too, for a brief fraction of 
the day, even the babbling of a Cynic!” In a facetious gesture, the emperor 
here repeats and adapts a Homeric line (τέτλαθι … ἔτλης, Od. 20.18), im-
plying that he has borne far greater trials than the irritation of listening to a 
babbling Cynic. Nor, as he further remarks, is this the first time he has had 
to endure blasphemy against the gods (τῶν θεῶν βλασφημουμένων, 204c). 
Thus, at the very opening of his oration, Julian adopts an ironic posture 
of urbana dissimulatio, a cultivated mode of refined self-restraint that con-
ceals judgment beneath wit and presents forbearance as a mark of moral and 
intellectual superiority. This self-conscious restraint amounts to a pointed 
dismissal of his addressee and prepares the ground for the more serious and 
systematic critique that follows, particularly of the Cynic’s choice of form 
and content, and above all of his unreflective use of myth. In this way, draw-
ing on established tropes of philosophical polemic, Julian fashions himself 
as a pious and self-controlled defender of the Platonic tradition against a 
‘false’ Cynic. 

2. ON THE APPOSITE USE OF MYTH

As Julian explains, myths were initially addressed to “childish souls” 
(206b–d) who are scarcely able to bear the burden of plain truth. What was 
next invented was a certain form of myth, called αἶνος, which is particularly 
employed in the case of moral exhortation or instruction, in order to make 
more palatable the content of the message conveyed (207a–d). This notion 
is introduced with reference to Hesiod, and also to Archilochus (207b–c):
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ὁ δὲ μετὰ τοῦτον Ἀρχίλοχος, ὥσπερ ἥδυσμά τι περιτιθεὶς τῇ ποιήσει, 
μύθοις <οὐκ> ὀλιγάκις ἐχρήσατο, ὁρῶν (ὡς εἰκός) τὴν μὲν ὑπόθεσιν, ἣν 
μετῄει, τῆς τοιαύτης ψυχαγωγίας ἐνδεῶς ἔχουσαν· σαφῶς δὲ ἐγνωκὼς ὅτι 
στερομένη μύθου ποίησις ἐποποιΐα μόνον ἐστίν, ἐστέρηται δέ, ὡς ἂν εἴπῃ 
τις, ἑαυτῆς (οὐ γὰρ ἔτι λείπεται ποίησις), ἡδύσματα, ταῦτα παρὰ τῆς ποιη­
τικῆς Μούσης ἐδρέψατο, καὶ παρέθηκέ γε αὐτὰ τούτου χάριν, ὅπως μὴ σιλ­
λογράφος τις, ἀλλὰ ποιητὴς νομισθείη.5

And after him Archilochus often employed myths, adorning and as it were 
embellishing his poetry with them, probably because he saw that his subject 
matter needed something of this sort to make it attractive, and he well knew 
that poetry without myth is merely versification and lacks, one may say, its 
essential characteristic, and so ceases to be poetry at all. Therefore he culled 
these embellishments from the Muse of Poetry and offered them to his read-
ers, in order that he might not be ranked merely as writer of lampoon but 
might be counted a poet.

Archilochus is here distinguished from σιλλογράφοι, namely composers of 
lampoon, particularly within a Cynic milieu. Yet the syntax, taken literally, 
appears to refer to poets coeval with, or even earlier than, Archilochus him-
self. We may therefore discern an allusion to those Archaic practitioners of 
invective who, in Aristotle’s account, stand at the origins of the comic tradi-
tion. The reference thus restates the comic frame at a deeper generic level. 
By contrasting Archilochus with σιλλογράφοι, Julian opposes artful iambog-
raphy to a cruder mode of denunciation akin to Heracleios’ own speech. We 
are therefore confronted with a markedly positive reassessment of the Parian 
poet, otherwise a paradigmatic exponent of irony, λοιδορία, and invective, 
tropes which Julian himself claims, in a Letter, to avoid even when fully jus-
tified. Archilochus is credited with employing allegorical narrative —μῦθος 
in the present sense— in order to embellish and render attractive what might 
otherwise appear coarse or abrasive. In rehabilitating him, Julian simultane-
ously clarifies his own authorial approach: invective must be aesthetically 
and structurally mediated, through μῦθος and ἥδυσμα, if it is not to degen-
erate into the very Cynic abuse he repudiates. Of particular significance is 
Julian’s use of the term ἥδυσμα, which recalls the Aristotelian Poetics, where 
tragedy is defined as employing “embellished language” (ἡδυσμένῳ λόγῳ), 
and music is described as the greatest of such embellishments (μέγιστον τῶν 

5.	 In quoting Julian’s text I closely follow H.-G. Nesselrath’s (2015) edition.
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ἡδυσμάτων). Moreover, the Aristotelian formulation ἀρχὴ μὲν οὖν καὶ οἷον 
ψυχὴ ὁ μῦθος τῆς τραγῳδίας (“plot, then, is the first principle and, as it were, 
soul of tragedy”) clearly underlies the passage. Yet whereas μῦθος in Aris-
totle designates the structural core of tragedy, in Archilochus it functions 
as an agreeable narrative vehicle for a satirical or gnomic message. Julian’s 
formulation thus reconfigures Aristotelian terminology: myth becomes not 
the structural principle of poetry but an embellishment that renders harsh 
content palatable without dissolving its force.

Julian further invokes Aesop as a paradigmatic user of myth (or “fable”), 
whose wise counsels were conveyed μετὰ χάριτος καὶ ἡδονῆς precisely be-
cause, as a slave, he could not afford to speak openly (207c–d). The com-
parison is pointedly polemical. Heracleios, by contrast, is a Cynic who 
“claims that he alone is free” (207d) and therefore labours under no such 
constraint; he ought, Julian argues, to have expressed his views plainly and 
directly, without recourse to μυθάρια (208c). Nor, Julian insists, can Hera-
cleios legitimately appeal to the use of myth in the tragedies attributed to 
Cynic predecessors such as Diogenes or Oenomaus.6 The tragedies as-
cribed to Diogenes —whether by the master himself or by his disciple Phi-
liscus— are said to provoke revulsion, displaying an excess of shamelessness 
surpassing even that associated with courtesans.7 Still more severe is Julian’s 
judgment of Oenomaus, whose tragic compositions are condemned in the 
harshest language (210d–211a):8

ἔγραψε γὰρ καὶ τραγῳδίας τοῖς λόγοις αὐτοῦ παραπλησίας, ἀρρήτων 
ἀρρητότερα καὶ κακῶν πέρα — <*** > καὶ οὔτε ὅτι φῶ περὶ αὐτῶν ἀξίως 
ἔχω, κἂν τὰ Μαγνήτων κακά, κἂν τὸ Τερμέριον, κἂν πᾶσαν ἁπλῶς αὐτοῖς 
ἐπιφθέγξωμαι τὴν τραγῳδίαν μετὰ τοῦ σατύρου καὶ τῆς κωμῳδίας καὶ 
τοῦ μίμου· οὕτω πᾶσα μὲν αἰσχρότης, πᾶσα δὲ ἀπόνοια πρὸς ὑπερβολὴν ἐν 
ἐκείναις τῷ ἀνδρὶ πεφιλοτέχνηται.

6.	 Generally on Cynic tragedy, see Noussia (2006) and (2013); on Diogenes’ tragedies, see 
also Bartalucci (1970-1971).

7.	 Either attributed to himself or to his pupil Philiscus; see Guido (2000) 128–129; De Vita 
(2022) 967. In his oration To the Uneducated Cynics (186c), Julian likewise refers to “the 
much-talked-of tragedies of Diogenes”, said to have been composed by Philiscus of Aegi-
na, adding that “even if they were by Diogenes there would be nothing out of the way in 
a wise man’s jesting, since many philosophers have been known to do so”.

8.	 On Oenomaus of Gadara, see Hammerstaedt (1990); Goulet-Cazé (2019) 23–24; Nessel-
rath (2021b) 150–152; De Vita (2022) 967.
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—for he too wrote tragedies to match his discourses— and he [the reader] 
will find that they are more inconceivably infamous, that they transgress the 
very limits of evil; in fact I have no words to describe them adequately, and 
in vain should I cite in comparison the horrors of Magnesia, the wickedness 
of Termerus9 or the whole of tragedy put together, along with satyr play, 
comedy and the mime: with such art has their author displayed in those 
works every conceivable vileness and folly in their most extreme form.

What deserves particular emphasis is Julian’s sweeping invocation 
of all four Greek theatrical genres in a passage designed to denounce the 
moral reprehensibility of Cynic tragedy.10 Far from legitimizing the Cynic 
appropriation of myth, tragedy here functions as a negative exemplum — 
a vehicle of excess, obscenity, and ethical distortion. Hence, insofar as it 
claims philosophical authority and parrhesiastic freedom, Cynicism must 
renounce evasive mythmaking in favor of direct and accountable speech. 
This attack becomes more intelligible when read against broader ancient 
anxieties about the generic hybridity and theatrical excess traditionally asso-
ciated with Cynic discourse. Cynic self-presentation drew heavily on comic 
invective, obscenity, and τὸ γελοῖον, provoking moral suspicion and criti-
cism of its performative excesses.11 Heracleios’ declamation is thus regarded 
as emblematic of a Cynicism shaped by theatrical display.12

A comprehensive account of Julian’s attitude toward theater certainly 
lies beyond the scope of this paper. It is nevertheless clear that his posi-
tion articulates a broadly Platonic critique, oscillating between the stringent 
rejection of poetry in the Republic and the more accommodating stance 
of the Laws.13 At the same time, any claim that Julian simply repudiates 

9.	 On these mythic stories, see De Vita (2022) 967–968.
10.	 See Micalella (2007) 643–644.
11.	 See analytically Izzo (2019) esp. 55–91.
12.	 For a general assessment of Julian’s complex and ambivalent attitude toward Cynicism, 

combining admiration for the foundational figures of Diogenes and Crates with vehement 
polemic against contemporary Cynics perceived as ostentatious, irreverent, and philo-
sophically impoverished, see Goulet-Cazé (2019), esp. 76–84, 91–95, 200–202; Izzo 
(2019), esp. 86–91; Nesselrath (2021b); Stenger (2021).

13.	 Particularly Rep. 386a-398b; 595a–608b, on which see Murray (1996); Ford (2002) 
209–226; on the place of comedy in Laws (esp. 816d–817), see Jouët-Pastré (2006) esp. 
89–96; Prauscello (2013); Prauscello (2014) 192–222; on the reference to tragedy in 
817a–b, see further in this paper. On drama in Plato, see also Patterson (1982); Destrée 
and Herrmann (2011) passim; Destrée (2012). 
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dramatic art wholesale would be difficult to sustain, especially in light of 
his affirmative quotations, especially from tragedy,14 in Oration 7.15 Julian’s 
engagement with drama is one of selective appropriation: theater becomes 
problematic when it displaces truth with spectacle, and is admissible only 
when subordinated to philosophical purpose.

At 213d, following a quotation from Crates of Thebes that culminates 
in the Cynic poet’s declaration that he will honor Hermes not through ma-
terial sacrifice but through pious and virtuous action, Julian pointedly asks: 
πόσαι γὰρ ἑκατόμβαι τῆς ὁσίας εἰσὶν ἀντάξιαι, “for how many hecatombs 
could rival Holiness?” — a virtue which, he adds, “the inspired Euripides 
celebrated appropriately in the verses ‘Piety, queen of the gods, Piety’”: 
ἣν καὶ ὁ δαιμόνιος Εὐριπίδης ὀρθῶς ὕμνησεν εἰπὼν Ὁσία πότνα θεῶν, Ὁσία. 
By citing the invocation that opens the first stasimon of the Bacchae (370–
371),16 Julian aligns the Euripidean praise of ὁσία with his own contrast 
between genuine piety and ostentatious sacrifice, which he presents as de-
void of true religious sincerity. This affirmative citation may thus be read 
as part of a broader revaluation of Euripidean drama in Late Antiquity,17 
when his plays —if no longer prominent as full theatrical performances18— 
nonetheless occupied a privileged position as texts within educational 

14.	 On the comparable issue of the appraisal of tragic quotations in Plato, see now Bakewell 
(2017).

15.	 We may refer, though, to the Letter to a Priest (89b Bidez) 304b–d, where Julian remarks 
that priests ought not attend theatrical spectacles; at the same time, he expresses the as-
piration “to restore to Dionysos those theaters pure as of old”, though this is declared 
impossible and, even if possible, “perchance not expedient on other accounts”. In this 
passage, Julian’s critique is directed at the theater of his own day —primarily pantomime 
and mime— rather than at Classical Greek drama. This line of criticism can be traced 
back to several authors of the Imperial Period and Late Antiquity; see, for instance, Plut. 
Quaest. Conv. 9.748d; Marc. Aur. Med. 11.2; most prominently Aristid. Or. 29, on which 
see Robert (2012) 335–418; Peterson (2015). On Julian’s attitude towards theater, see 
more recently Elm (2012a) 351–352. On Late Antique theatrical shows, see particularly 
Jones (1993); Carrié et al. (2007); Garelli (2007).

16.	 On the sense of this invocation in Euripides, see Roux (1972) 375–376; Seaford (1996) 
181–183; Allan and Swift (2024) 161. For a study of Euripidean quotations in Julian’s 
work, see Guido (1988) (53 on this passage). On the reception of Bacchae in Late Antiq-
uity, see Friesen (2015); also Massa (2010), with a focus on Christian literature. 

17.	 I borrow the term from Criscuolo (1986) 284: “la rivalutazione di Euripide”. 
18.	 Although the Imperial Period and Late Antiquity still provided occasions for staging 

Classical tragedy at festivals, the evidence suggests that performances were increasingly 
limited to isolated, spectacular scenes (notably emotionally intense or visually striking 
episodes) rather than complete dramatic productions; see Hose (2020).
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and intellectual culture.19 Moreover, we can assert with confidence that a 
learned figure and collector of books such as Julian had read most of the 
ancient dramas to which he refers in full and did not merely quote lines 
from anthologies.20

In such a context Julian refers to Diogenes and Crates as exemplars of 
piety, both of whom “did not crowd audiences together to hear them, nor 
did they entertain their friends with similes and myths, like the wise men 
of today” (οὐκ ἀκροατήρια συνεκροτείτην οὐδ’, ὥσπερ οἱ σοφοί, δι’ εἰκόνων 
καὶ μύθων τοῖς φίλοις συνεγιγνέσθην, 214a). What is denounced here is the 
public staging of wisdom before an audience (ἀκροατήριον), a performance 
that lacks substance and may even prove plainly impious. This is immedi-
ately followed (214b) by another “well said” maxim of Euripides: ἁπλοῦς ὁ 
μῦθος τῆς ἀληθείας ἔφυ (“simple and unadorned is the language of truth”), 
line 469 from the Phoenissae, which is uttered by Polyneices in his ἀγὼν 
λόγων with his brother Eteocles. Julian also quotes in paraphrased form 
the next line: σκιαγραφίας γάρ φησι τὸν ψευδῆ καὶ ἄδικον δεῖσθαι (“Only the 
liar and the dishonest man, he says, have any use for an elaborate style”). 
Though drawn from a markedly different textual and cultural setting, the 
central idea Julian borrows from Euripides is that truth requires no rhetori-
cal adornment but is compelling in itself. In its original context, Polynei-
ces opposes plain speech to manipulative rhetoric in a dispute over justice 
and power; Julian reactivates the line philosophically, aligning himself with 
transparent parrhesia and casting his opponent as dependent on stylistic 
artifice. At the same time, this gesture reflects the broader cultural authority 

19.	 Indeed, as Karamanou and Tsitsiridis (2024) have shown, Euripidean drama exercised 
a sustained influence on Greek education from at least the third century BCE to the 
fourth century CE (and likely in Roman contexts as well). Not only well-known trag-
edies —especially the Phoenissae— but also lesser-known and now lost plays were em-
ployed at both primary and secondary levels, often in excerpted form, for a wide range 
of purposes: literacy training, mythological instruction, broad cultural formation, and 
rhetorical practice. The selection of texts was shaped less by aesthetic preference than 
by the practical and moral aims of literary education.

20.	 For a similar argument regarding Libanius’ use of tragic quotations, see Criscuolo 
(2014). On late antique and Byzantine anthologies, see esp. Piccione (1994; 2017; 
2020). As she notes, the Euripidean excerpts preserved in anthologies are largely nor-
mative or descriptive in character: gnomai and related statements offering moral guid-
ance, reflections on human behavior, or rhetorically useful expressions of praise, blame, 
guilt, or misfortune. Their primary function was moral education as well as rhetorical 
and stylistic training; see Piccione (2020) 53–58. In light of this, Julian’s engagement 
with tragedy —structural and polemical rather than merely sententious— cannot plausi-
bly be reduced to anthological use.
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of Euripides in Late Antiquity, and more specifically his widespread ap-
propriation as a philosophical auctoritas: his lines were detached from their 
dramatic contexts and redeployed for ethical instruction and self-definition. 
Julian thus situates himself squarely within this tradition, in which tragic 
diction serves not ornamental display but the articulation of philosophical 
identity and moral stance.

Further, while continuing his praise of Diogenes and Crates, Julian re-
marks that they practiced plain living and opposed every form of luxury 
(214c): οἱ τὸ τραγικὸν καὶ σοβαρὸν ἐκ τῶν ἀλλοτρίων ἐξαιροῦντες βίων ᾤκουν 
αὐτοὶ πρῶτοι τὰς ἀγορὰς ἢ τὰ τῶν θεῶν τεμένη, τῇ τρυφῇ δὲ καὶ πρὸ τῶν 
ῥημάτων διὰ τῶν ἔργων ἐπολέμουν (“if they tried to expel from the lives of 
other men the element of theatrical display and arrogance, they themselves 
first set the example by living in the open market places and the temple pre-
cincts, and they opposed luxury by their own practice before they did so in 
words”). This equation of the “tragic” element with ostentation and pomp 
reflects a broader anxiety that theatrical modes of expression may gener-
ate illusion and devolve into displays of presumptuous self-importance. 
The guiding principle of Julian’s argument thus far has been the prioritiza-
tion of substance over embellishment, which must remain secondary. For 
a Cynic who proclaims his freedom of speech and thought, this hierarchy 
is, in Julian’s view, not merely desirable but imperative. Further, in Plato
nic fashion, Julian argues that myth as allegorical storytelling can serve a 
constructive function, rather than being merely superfluous or deceptive. 
He identifies two principal philosophical domains in which this principle 
applies: practical philosophy concerned with the moral formation of the 
individual (216b), and, more significantly, theological discourse, especially 
in initiatory contexts. In the latter case, myth proves appropriate because 
most people are incapable of apprehending divine truth in its unmediated 
form (216c–d). As Julian explains, certain aspects of human nature ben-
efit from the hidden and ineffable nature of the divine, which nourishes 
not only the soul but even the body and brings us into the presence of the 
gods; and this effect, he suggests, is often achieved through myth, “when 
divine realities are poured into the ears of the multitude —unable to receive 
them in their purity— through riddles and the dramatic staging of myths” 
(ὅταν εἰς τὰς τῶν πολλῶν ἀκοὰς οὐ δυνα<μένας> τὰ θεῖα καθαρῶς δέξασθαι 
δι’ αἰνιγμάτων αὐτὰ μετὰ τῆς τῶν μύθων σκηνοποιίας ἐγχέηται, 216d). 
Through the rare term σκηνοποιία —most accurately translated as “dramat-
ic setting”— Julian seeks to highlight the desirable “dramatic” quality of a 
story in specific situations. 
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Furthermore, the reason why philosophy relating to the mysteries 
should optimally be garbed in myth is that the latter’s often enigmatic and 
“incongruous element” not only protects the divine truths from blasphe-
mous minds, but it also prompts everyone to decipher them (217c): τὸ γὰρ 
ἐν τοῖς μύθοις ἀπεμφαῖνον αὐτῷ τούτῳ προοδοποιεῖ πρὸς τὴν ἀλήθειαν (“For 
it is the incongruous element in myths that guides us to the truth”).21 This 
is not mere dissimulation, but a mode of concealment that actively invites 
unveiling. Julian adopts the Neoplatonic distinction between the tempo-
ral sequence of mythic narration and the atemporal reality it signifies. On 
this basis, he appears to regard myths as true not in a historical but in a 
metaphysical sense.22 What follows, as an illustration of this principle, is 
a reference to the mythical stories centered on Heracles (219a–220a) and 
Dionysos (220b–222b). The extended treatment of Heracles and Dio-
nysos is central to Julian’s metaphysical and political program. Rejecting 
Euhemerism, he insists on the ineffable and fully divine character of their 
generation, treating myth not as historical narrative but as allegorical sym-
bol.23 Significantly, he concludes his discussion of Dionysos by refusing 
to elaborate further, lest he “exhibit as in a theater” (ὥσπερ ἐν θεάτρῳ προ­
βάλλειν, 221d) a god who is at once hidden and manifest to an audience 
unprepared for philosophical truth. The theatrical simile pointedly recalls 
his earlier rebuke of Heracleios for profaning sacred matters before indis-
criminate ἀκροατήρια, thereby reinforcing the contrast between initiatory 
allegory and vulgar display. The Platonic tenor of this critique is evident 
and seals off the whole argument by pointing to the problem of the educa-
tion of the addressees of a myth or drama — addressees who are prone to 
be influenced by strong emotions.24 

21.	 See the comments of Guido (2000) 140; cf. further 222c–d and the Hymn to the Mother 
of the Gods (170a). As Julian explains (218b–219a), τὸ ἀπεμφαῖνον must concern not 
diction (λέξις), which must remain free of anything offensive to the divine, but thought 
(διάνοια) alone. For a detailed analysis of τὸ ἀπεμφαῖνον, see Tanaseanu-Döbler (2021).

22.	 See analysis by De Vita (2021).
23.	 See De Vita (2022) 974–975.
24.	 See, most conspicuously, Rep. 604e–608b; with Murray (1996) 219–234; also the no-

tion of θεατροκρατία in Laws 701a, on which see now Folch (2013). As van den Berg 
(2019, 436–438) remarks, Julian’s polemic is directed less at committed Cynics or 
Christians than at the undecided members of his court —and, we may add, at a broader 
audience— whom he urges to align with his program of religious and cultural reform.
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3. THE AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL MYTH

3.1 CONSTANTINE AND HIS SONS: THE TRAGEDY

Julian unfolds an allegorical narrative —effectively an “autobiographical 
myth”— as a means of countering Heracleios’ story in both form and con-
tent. This myth constitutes the decisive moment of the oration, in which 
the emperor articulates his mission against the backdrop of his own family 
history. As M. Schramm has shown, it is conceived as a dramatic narration 
(διήγημα δραματικόν) in the technical sense of ancient rhetorical theory: a 
scene-based narrative structured according to dramatic conventions without 
constituting a drama proper. At the same time, as we shall see, this drama-
turgy assumes a distinctly mystagogical character, since the motifs of ascent, 
vision, and return reproduce a pattern of ritual initiation.25 

The root of the malaise lies in Constantine’s character: in the allegori-
cal story Julian’s uncle is presented as a wealthy estate-owner with nu-
merous flocks of sheep and cattle, as well as many horses; besides these, 
numerous slaves and free men also work on this estate. To the wealth that 
has been bequeathed to him by his father, Constantine has actually added 
more, since he has sought to become even more affluent (227c–d): Τούτων 
δὲ αὐτῷ πολλὰ μὲν ὁ πατὴρ ἀπελελοίπει, πολλαπλάσια δὲ αὐτὸς ἐπεκτήσατο, 
πλουτεῖν θέλων ἐν δίκῃ τε καὶ παρὰ δίκην· <ἔμελε> γὰρ αὐτῷ τῶν θεῶν ὀλί­
γον (“Now much of all this his father had bequeathed to him, but he had 
himself acquired many times more, being eager to enrich himself through 
both just and unjust means; for little did he care for the gods.”)26 This is a 
strong point of criticism: in his quest of wealth Constantine did not refrain 
from acting contrary to justice (παρὰ δίκην) due to his lack of piety.27 In 

25.	 See Schramm (2021). As he argues, Julian structures the autobiographical myth into 
discrete scenes marked by changes of setting, divine entrances and exits, and an alter-
nation between narrative report and direct speech. Through this rhetorically controlled 
dramatic form, Julian critiques mimetic and spectacular theatricality, countering Cynic 
σκηνοποιία by deploying dramatic narration not for display or provocation but for a phil-
osophically inflected account and a reverent staging of divine action.

26.	 In Julian’s Caesars (336a) the drive to amass wealth without limit likewise appears as a 
guiding principle of Constantine’s rule (cf. Or. 10.335b). See Guido (2000) 153; De Vita 
(2022) 980.

27.	 A prime referent here is obviously the murders of Fausta and Crispus; cf. the allusion at 
Caesars 336A-b. On the depiction of Constantine in non-Christian Roman sources, see 
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this manner, Julian introduces the central issue of the relationship with the 
divine as effectively a key for the appraisal of human behavior. Further, the 
“affluent man”, who had several wives and numerous progeny, did not care 
to teach his children how to manage their patrimony nor how to preserve 
and augment their possessions (227d–228a):

ὤετο γὰρ ὑπὸ ἀμαθίας ἀρκεῖν τὸ πλῆθος, ἐπεὶ καὶ οὗτος ἦν οὐ μάλα ἐπιστή­
μων τῆς τοιαύτης τέχνης. Ἅτε μὴ λόγῳ προσειληφὼς αὐτήν, ἀλλὰ συνη­
θείᾳ τινὶ καὶ πείρᾳ μᾶλλον, ὥσπερ οἱ φαῦλοι τῶν ἰατρῶν ἐκ τῆς ἐμπειρίας 
μόνον ἰώμενοι τοὺς ἀνθρώπους, ὅθεν καὶ διαφεύγει τὰ πολλὰ τῶν νοσημά­
των αὐτούς. Ἀρκεῖν οὖν νομίσας τὸ πλῆθος τῶν υἱέων πρὸς τὸ φυλάξαι τὴν 
οὐσίαν οὐδὲν ἐφρόντισεν ὅπως ἔσονται σπουδαῖοι. Τὸ δὲ ἄρα αὐτοῖς ἦρξε 
πρῶτον μὲν τῶν εἰς ἀλλήλους ἀδικημάτων· ἐπιθυμῶν γὰρ ἕκαστος ὥσπερ 
ὁ πατὴρ πολλὰ ἔχειν καὶ μόνος πάντα ἐπὶ τὸν πέλας ἐτράπετο.

For in his ignorance he thought that their numbers would suffice, nor had 
he himself any real knowledge of that sort of art, since he had not acquired 
his wealth on any rational principle but rather through mere habit and prac-
tice, like quack doctors who try to cure their patients by relying on their 
experience only, so that many diseases escape them altogether. Accordingly 
since he thought that a number of sons would suffice to preserve his wealth, 
he took no thought how to make them virtuous. But this very thing proved 
to be the beginning of their iniquitous behavior to one another. For every 
one of them desired to be as wealthy as his father and to possess the whole, 
for himself alone, and so attacked the brother that was his neighbor.

Ἀμαθία is a key term here: denoting lack of authentic knowledge and 
discernment, it describes a manner of leadership based rather on habit and 
experience. The term is familiar from the Platonic Symposium where it con-
veys a misguided sense of self-satisfaction despite the lack of culture and 
personal qualities (τὸ μὴ ὄντα καλὸν κἀγαθὸν μηδὲ φρόνιμον δοκεῖν αὑτῷ 
εἶναι ἱκανόν, 204a). In the Julianic text, however, the term may well be in-
vested with further nuances pertaining to the area of religion and ethics; the 
earlier quotation from Euripides’ Bacchae, as well as the mention of Pen-
theus’ fate which awaits the non-initiated (221d–222a), prompts us to read 

Bleckmann (2010) 351-352 on the intrafamilial murders. The other key theme here is 
Constantine’s love of luxury, on which cf. Caesars 335b (his attachment to Τρυφή and 
Ἀσωτία); see again Bleckmann (2010) 347–350. On the passages from Caesars, see com-
ments by Sardiello (2000) 166-172.
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it in the sense exemplified by that play. More specifically, we recall line 490 
—σὲ δ’ ἀμαθίας γε κἀσεβοῦντ’ ἐς τὸν θεόν— where Dionysos accuses Pen-
theus of impiety. Hence, ἀμαθία, coupled here with ἄνοια, can be regarded 
as reflecting a fundamental lack of piety and proper frame of mind, qualities 
that would arguably prevent Constantine from acting παρὰ δίκην and would 
instead have enabled him to offer a proper education to his sons, in other 
words to render them σπουδαῖοι.

The result is that, being driven by ἐπιθυμία (ἐπιθυμῶν γὰρ ἕκαστος), 
his sons end up committing ἀδικήματα against one another. Given Julian’s 
Platonic affiliations, ἐπιθυμία here likely evokes the appetitive, non-ratio-
nal part of the soul, opposed to the λογιστικόν that governs sound judg-
ment.28 The issue, therefore, is not instability but the inversion of proper 
psychic order: desire prevails over reason. Constantine is thus portrayed 
as a ruler whose lack of philosophical and religious formation allowed the 
lower element of the soul to prevail, with disastrous consequences for the 
dynasty. Julian thereby explains how members of his own family —not in-
herently wicked— could lapse into conduct destructive of both civic and 
divine order. Since the family’s fate is soon cast in a tragic schema involving 
ἀρά, ἔλεος, and παθήματα (228b–229a), namely key concepts in the defini-
tion of tragedy in the Poetics, it is appropriate to assess ἀδικήματα within 
an Aristotelian framework — especially given the conspicuous absence of 
tragic ἁμαρτία.29 Here we should recall a much-discussed passage from the 
Nicomachean Ethics30 in which ἁμάρτημα is presented as an act rendering 
the perpetrator less culpable than ἀδίκημα, which involves a firmer grasp 
of the situation. In the former case we are dealing with a deed which “is 
not contrary to reasonable expectation, but is without malice”, whereas in 
the latter “the agent acts knowingly, but without previous deliberation”.31 
However, when an ἀδίκημα does not involve premeditation but arises διὰ 
θυμὸν καὶ ἄλλα πάθη, it may still count as an act of injustice without thereby 
rendering its agent “unjust” in character.32 In analysing the misconduct of 

28.	 Republic 4.434d–441c; see, succinctly, Lorenz (2006).
29.	 See Poetics 13. 1453a7–12. 
30.	 On other Julianic passages in which familiarity with Nicomachean Ethics can be assumed, 

see Bouffartigue (1992) 200–202.
31.	 Translation by Crisp (2000) 94.
32.	 EN 5.7–8 1135b16–25: ὅταν μὲν οὖν παραλόγως ἡ βλάβη γένηται, ἀτύχημα· ὅταν δὲ μὴ 

παραλόγως, ἄνευ δὲ κακίας, ἁμάρτημα (ἁμαρτάνει μὲν γὰρ ὅταν ἡ ἀρχὴ ἐν αὐτῷ ᾖ τῆς 
ἀγνοίας, ἀτυχεῖ δ᾿ ὅταν ἔξωθεν) ὅταν δὲ εἰδὼς μὲν μὴ προβουλεύσας δέ, ἀδίκημα, οἷον ὅσα 
τε διὰ θυμὸν καὶ ἄλλα πάθη ὅσα ἀναγκαῖα ἢ φυσικά συμβαίνει τοῖς ἀνθρώποις· ταῦτα γὰρ 
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Constantine and his sons, Julian underscores precisely such deficiencies: 
not a corrupt προαίρεσις indicative of inherent wickedness, but defective 
education, a lack of genuine knowledge, and an insatiable desire for wealth. 
From the perspective of the Nicomachean Ethics, the designation ἀδικήματα 
may suggest acts more morally culpable than mere ἁμαρτήματα;33 yet even 
tragic ἁμαρτία, as discussed in the Poetics, does not presuppose total igno-
rance on the part of the agent. Julian’s portrayal can therefore be read as 
situating their wrongdoing in an intermediate zone: blameworthy, yet not 
expressive of a fully unjust moral disposition.34 

At the same time, his narrative deliberately traverses two explanatory 
registers. Ethical failure is first analyzed in broadly Aristotelian terms and 
then reconfigured through the language of curse and daemonic agency. As 
disorder intensifies within the house of Constantine, events assume a dis-
tinctly “tragic” inflection (228b): 

Eἶτα ἐπίμπλατο φόνων πάντα, καὶ ἡ τραγικὴ κατάρα ὑπὸ τοῦ δαίμονος εἰς 
ἔργον ἤγετο· τὰ πατρῷα γὰρ θηκτῷ σιδήρῳ διελάγχανον, καὶ ἦν πάντα 
ἀκοσμίας πλήρη·

Then ensued a general slaughter, and the daemon brought the tragic curse 
to fulfilment. For “by the edge of the sword they divided” their patrimony 
and everything was thrown into confusion.

βλάπτοντες καὶ ἁμαρτάνοντες ἀδικοῦσι μέν, καὶ ἀδικήματά ἐστιν, οὐ μέντοι πω ἄδικοι διὰ 
ταῦτα οὐδὲ πονηροί· οὐ γὰρ διὰ μοχθηρίαν ἡ βλάβη· ὅταν δ᾿ ἐκ προαιρέσεως, ἄδικος καὶ 
μοχθηρός. “When, though not contrary to reasonable expectation, it is done without evil 
intent, it is a culpable error; for an error is culpable when the cause of one’s ignorance lies 
in oneself, but only a misadventure when the cause lies outside oneself. When an injury is 
done knowingly but not deliberately, it is an act of injustice or wrong; such, for instance, 
are injuries done through anger, or any other unavoidable or natural passion to which 
men are liable; since in committing these injuries and errors a man acts unjustly, and his 
action is an act of injustice, but he is not ipso facto unjust or wicked, for the injury was not 
done out of wickedness. When however an injury is done from choice, the doer is unjust 
and wicked.” (trans. Rackham 1926).

33.	 The characterization of the crimes of Gallus as ἁμαρτήματα in the Letter to the Athenians 
(272b) provides us with a clue to how Julian understands that term as well. It may not be 
fortuitous that in the specific context he judges his half-brother’s deeds with some leniency. 

34.	 See the astute analysis by Schmitt (2008, 450–465); also Stinton (1975) and Sherman 
(1992), who argue against an excessive emphasis on the involuntary character of tragic 
error. Halliwell (1986, 215–220, 228–230) points to the flexibility of that term which 
covers the area between full moral guilt and external adversity. Contra e.g. Lucas (1968) 
143; Witt (2005). Indeed, we may assert that ἁμαρτία rather rests on a certain partial 
ignorance, an ignorance of the καθ’ ἕκαστα, and does not involve an evil προαίρεσις. Cf. 
Nicomachean Ethics 3.2 1110b24-34; with Schmitt (2008) 452–453. 
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Julian is alluding here to the events of the summer of 337, dubbed the 
“Great Massacre”: after Constantine’s death and the “inheritance” of the 
empire by his three sons —Constantine II, Constantius II and Constans— 
the army carried out the murders of numerous members of their extended 
family, especially relatives descended from Theodora, the second wife of 
Constantius Chlorus. Significantly, the victims included Julian’s father, Ju-
lius Constantius, as well as Dalmatius and Hannibalianus, cousins of Con-
stantine’s sons, both of whom had already been invested with important 
imperial responsibilities.35 

Particularly important to note in the above passage is the dramatic move 
from a rational, “Aristotelian” schema for elucidating moral behavior to a 
distinctly “tragic” explanatory framework, one that invokes ancestral fault 
through the imagery of curse and daemonic agency.36 We may recall, in this 
connection, the reference in the Letter to a Priest, to the daemon who leads 
“those who do not approach the gods” ever further into evil:37 similarly, 
the daemon here appears as the agent through whom the curse advances 
toward its fulfilment.38 It is therefore noteworthy that Julian introduces an 
adapted quotation from Euripides’ Phoenissae, lines 66–68 from Jocasta’s 
opening monologue, where she speaks of Oedipus’ curse upon his sons: 
πρὸς δὲ τῆς τύχης νοσῶν / ἀρὰς ἀρᾶται παισὶν ἀνοσιωτάτας, / θηκτῷ σιδήρῳ 
δῶμα διαλαχεῖν τόδε (“Made sick by what had befallen him, he pronounced 
an impious curse on his sons, that they should divide this house with the 

35.	 See Guido (2000) 154; Burgess (2008); Maraval (2013) 24–33; also further in this paper.
36.	 Cf. the tragic imagery at Caesars 336b: the avenging spirits (παλαμναῖοι δαίμονες) punish 

Constantine for his impiety, exacting penalty for the shedding of kindred blood (αἱμάτων 
συγγενῶν τιννύμενοι δίκας). Note that Gibbon, obviously influenced by Julian’s account, 
refers to “crimes and calamities such as the tragic poets have deplored in the devoted 
lines of Pelops and Cadmus” (1977, 138; cf. 185 n. 1). On daemons in Neoplatonism see 
now the volume by Brisson et al. (2018).

37.	 Ep. 89b Bidez 288a–b (on Christian monks and martyrs): ἐπὶ δὲ τοὺς οὐ προσιόντας τοῖς 
θεοῖς ἐστι τὸ τῶν πονηρῶν δαιμόνων τεταγμένον φῦλον ... οὕτω πανταχόθεν αὐτοὺς ὁ κακὸς 
συνελαύνει δαίμων, ᾧ δεδώκασιν ἑκόντες ἑαυτούς, ἀποστάντες τῶν ἀιδίων καὶ σωτήρων 
θεῶν (“And the tribe of evil demons is appointed to punish those who do not worship 
the gods … to such a degree does the evil demon to whom they have of their own accord 
given themselves abet them in all ways, after they have rebelled against the everlasting and 
saving gods.”) See De Vita (2011) 193–195.

38.	 Cf. the Iamblichean reference to the “advent” of daemons that “weighs down the body, 
and afflicts it with diseases, and drags the soul down to the realm of nature” (Iamb. De 
Myst. II 6.82.7–8; translation by Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell 2003, 99; cf. II 5.79.7; II 
7.84.2–3); with comments by Dillon (1973) 51–52; id. (2010) 368–369; Innocenzi (2011) 
115–129. See also Porphyry, De Abstinentia II 37–43; with Clark (2000) 155–157.
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whetted sword”).39 The use of the imperfect tense, διελάγχανον, signifies 
that a paternal curse, akin to that of Oedipus, has already run its course: the 
grim forebodings have already been realized within the house of Constan-
tine. This allusive force would not have been lost on a late antique audience. 
It is therefore important to recall the popularity of the Phoenissae in this pe-
riod: the play ranked among the most widely used tragedies at various stag-
es of instruction, valued for its strongly moralizing themes —especially those 
concerning legitimate rule and voluntary self-sacrifice for the polis— as well 
as for its comprehensive treatment of the Labdacid saga.40 Aeschylus’ Seven 
Against Thebes, dealing with the same mythic cycle, was likewise singled 
out and intensively studied alongside the Phoenissae,41 enjoying high criti-
cal acclaim.42 In light of this, it calls for explanation why the emperor chose 
to quote from the Euripidean drama rather than from its Aeschylean source 
of inspiration.43 In my view, by invoking Euripides’ treatment of the fate of 
Eteocles and Polyneices, Julian exploits a decisive divergence between the 
two plays in their configuration of tragic causality. In Aeschylus, Eteocles 
is led to the fatal decision to confront his brother at the seventh gate by the 
workings of fate.44 He makes no attempt to avoid this outcome, despite the 
entreaties of the Chorus, clinging instead to hoplitic τιμή and persisting in 
a hatred that reduces his brother to a mere enemy bent on destroying The-
bes. He thus reveals a failure fully to grasp the enormity of fratricide.45 By 

39.	 See Guido (1988) 62.
40.	 See now Karamanou and Tsitsiridis (2024) esp. 59. Also, Cribiore (2001); Scharffen-

berger (2015) 293–294.
41.	 See Cribiore (2001) 255. For further bibliography on Greek tragedy in Rome, see Marinis 

(2015) 343.
42.	 Characteristically, a conspicuous presence in Plato; see now Bakewell (2017).
43.	 In contrast with Bouffartigue (1992) 250, who is reluctant to read any important echoes 

of Aeschylus in Julian, see Caiazzo (1986) esp. 151, 155. It is worth mentioning here that 
in Or. 7 (218a) we find the expression τὸν βοῦν δὲ ἐπιτίθημι τῇ γλώττῃ (“and now I set 
an ox on my tongue”): an echo of Aesch. Ag. 36–37. In any case, it is difficult to believe 
that, as a learned person of his time and a collector of books, Julian was not familiar with 
a much-acclaimed play of Aeschylus such as Seven Against Thebes.

44.	 The impact of fate becomes even more pointed if we opt for the —most plausible— sup-
position that, when he learns that Polyneices is the attacker at the seventh gate, Eteocles 
has already assigned defenders to each gate and gets to know their Argive counterparts 
(who have earlier been selected by lot) during the Shield Scene; see Wolff (1958); 
Maltomini (1976); Marinis (2012) 29–30. 

45.	 For this last point see Lawrence (2013) 65–68, esp. 65. In a somehow different key, 
Sewell-Rutter (2007; 25-34, 158-161) discerns the tragic stature of Eteocles rather in his 
certain sense of doom, which is coupled with a very clear awareness of the grimness of 
fratricide; similarly Hermann (2013) 68–70.
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contrast, the Phoenissae offers a clearly different paradigm: what becomes 
particularly prominent, especially through the ἀγὼν λόγων performed on-
stage between the two brothers,46 is the hate they feel towards each other, 
coupled with a lust for power, which shall eventually lead them to mutual 
fratricide.47 Euripides endows his characters with more psychologically in-
telligible motives, thereby foregrounding human responsibility in the tragic 
unfolding of events. The Phoenissae was in fact among the Euripidean plays 
most frequently cited by Julian, perhaps precisely because it dramatizes 
the collapse of a royal house undone by the fatal decisions of its rulers — a 
theme that lay at the heart of his own concerns.48 

Julian’s aim is not essentially different here, to the extent that he seeks 
to underline the very human and intelligible path to moral decay within his 
own family. What thereby falls into the background —despite the tragic 
frame— is the notion of ancestral fault, which is much more prominent in 
Aeschylus.49 The mention of “tragic curse”, in tandem with the grim allu-
sion to the duelling Labdacids, serves to highlight not so much the recon-
dite workings of fate, but rather the eminently tragic outcome of ἄνοια and 
ἀμαθία inherited from father to sons.50 From a historical point of view it 
is significant that Constantius is not singled out as culpable for the “Great 
Massacre” of 337,51 but clearly shares the responsibility with his siblings.52 

46.	 Phoen. 446–637.
47.	 See von Fritz (1962); Sewell-Rutter (2007) 163–166; Mastronarde (1994) esp. 273, 288, 

297–300; also Αélion (1983) 212–213.
48.	 See De Vita (2022) 980. For a list of the Euripidean passages cited by Julian, including 

those from the Phoenissae, see Guido (1988) 74–75.
49.	 On the relevant place of ancestral fault in the Seven Against Thebes and the Phoenissae, 

see Gagné (2013) 351-386.
50.	 As Bleckmann (2021, 316–317) has shown, by assimilating the Constantinian house to the 

Atreids or the Theban royal family, Julian constructs a narrative of familial curse. This motif 
is further elaborated in the Caesars, where Constantine and his sons are pursued by aveng-
ing powers for their godlessness and familial bloodshed. Notably, Julian also compares the 
Atreids with the Constantinian dynasty in the Second Oration to Constantius (51a–52b), 
though there the aim is to contrast the apparent stability of the Constantinian house with the 
brief and doomed genealogy of the descendants of Pelops, which ended after scarcely three 
generations. The comparison, however, remains fundamentally ambiguous.

51.	 In contrast with the Letter to the Athenians, 270c–271a: a passage in which responsibility 
is unequivocally attributed to Constantius; significantly, the events are again presented in 
tragic terms (via the adaptation of Eur. Or. 14): τί με δεῖ νῦν ὥσπερ ἐκ τραγῳδίας τὰ ἄρρη­
τα ἀναμετρεῖσθαι (“But why should I ‘recount’, as though from some tragedy, ‘all these 
unspeakable horrors’?”, 270d). Even in this passage, however, Julian considers it proper 
to register Constantius’ (purported) repentance; see Burgess (2008) 16–17. 

52.	 Although a number of both Christian and non-Christian sources consider Constantius as 
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The diffusion of the blame here may be ascribed to the mythical and philo-
sophical character of Julian’s “tragic” account of his family’s woes, which 
calls for a more “distanced” appraisal and the tracing of the moral and psy-
chological causes of human behavior.53 Moreover, the tragic imagery, in all 
its ominous connotations, eloquently exposes the consequences of the mor-
al decline, which eventually raises the impious behavior initiated by Con-
stantine to unprecedented levels (228b–c):

πατρῷα μὲν ἱερὰ κατεσκάπτετο παρὰ τῶν παίδων, ὀλιγωρηθέντα πρότε­
ρον ὑπὸ τοῦ πατρὸς καὶ ἀποσυληθέντα τῶν ἀναθημάτων, ἃ ἐτέθειτο παρὰ 
πολλῶν μὲν καὶ ἄλλων, οὐχ ἥκιστα δὲ τῶν προπατόρων αὐτοῦ. Καθαι­
ρουμένων δὲ τῶν ἱερῶν ἀνῳκοδομεῖτο παλαιὰ καὶ νέα μνήματα, προα­
γορεύοντος αὐτοῖς τοῦ αὐτομάτου καὶ τῆς τύχης ὅτι ἄρα πολλῶν αὐτοῖς 
δεήσει μνημάτων οὐκ εἰς μακράν, ἐπειδήπερ αὐτοῖς ὀλίγον ἔμελε τῶν θεῶν.

Τhe sons demolished the ancestral temples which their father before them 
had despised and had stripped of the votive offerings that had been dedi-
cated by many worshippers, but not least by his own ancestors. And besides 
demolishing the temples they erected old and new sepulchres, as though 
impelled by spontaneity and chance that they would before long need many 
such sepulchres, since they so neglected the gods.54

The appeal to αὐτόματον and τύχη introduces yet another explanatory 
register, one grounded not in mythic imagery but in philosophical reflec-
tion on causality. Their juxtaposition with human responsibility, tragic 
curse, and daemonic agency generates an interpretative tension that invites 
closer scrutiny. The conceptual pair first receives systematic treatment in 
Aristotle’s Physics,55 where they are most appropriately rendered as “spon-

guilty (typically Ammianus Marcellinus: see Kelly 2005), modern historians are far from 
certain that he was solely responsible and not (also) his brothers or the army (who might 
have taken the initiative). For analyses that diminish Constantius’ responsibility, see Lee-
dom (1978) 132–136 and Maraval (2013) 24–33, esp. 32–33; contra Burgess (2008). In 
any case, it is impossible to figure out to what extent Constantius’ brothers would have 
participated in the planning of the murders (see Burgess 2008, 42). 

53.	 It is also the case that —regardless of their level of responsibility— Constantius’ brothers 
certainly profited from the elimination of their relatives.

54.	 The reference to “sepulchres” implies the Christian cult of martyrs. On violence against 
temples cf. Against the Galilaeans fr. 48 Masaracchia); see De Vita (2022) 980.

55.	 The key passage is Physics 2.6 197a–198a.
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taneity” and “chance”.56 Τύχη applies specifically to rational agents, for it 
presupposes the capacity for προαίρεσις (“deliberate choice”): it denotes 
an event that occurs incidentally (κατὰ συμβεβηκός) within the sphere of 
purposive action, when an outcome arises alongside but not because of the 
agent’s intention. Αὐτόματον, by contrast, constitutes the broader category. 
It encompasses not only such incidental outcomes in rational contexts but 
also occurrences that arise without deliberation altogether, as products of 
natural processes whose causes lie outside conscious agency.57 

It would exceed the scope of the present discussion to trace the subse-
quent development of these concepts from Aristotle through Middle Pla-
tonism into their Neoplatonic reformulation.58 What is crucial, however, is 
that later thinkers such as Plotinus and Iamblichus decisively reject the no-
tion that τύχη or αὐτόματον possess genuine ontological autonomy. Both 
are subordinated to a higher metaphysical order structured by πρόνοια and 
εἱμαρμένη: providence signifies the benevolent and intelligible governance 
of the cosmos, while fate articulates the necessary unfolding of events with-
in the realm of becoming.59 From this vantage point, nothing ultimately 
escapes intelligible order, even if, at the level of human perception, events 
present themselves as contingent or accidental. At the same time, unlike the 
more rigid determinism associated with Stoicism, this Neoplatonic con-
figuration allows for phenomena whose providential rationale is not imme-
diately transparent, thereby preserving both metaphysical coherence and 
experiential ambiguity.60 

56.	 So rendered by Ross (1936) 353; compare Dudley (2012) 20–21: “chance” and “luck”; 
Charlton (1970) 31: “the automatic” and “luck”; Wicksteed and Cornford (1957, 156), 
who keep the terms untranslated, suggest without aspirations of precision: “accident/
chance result” and “luck/fortune”, respectively. MacKenna (1956, 160), translating these 
terms in Plotinus (3.2.1; see below), opts for “automatic activity” and “chance”. 

57.	 See Dudley (2012) esp. 48–57 on the distinction between αὐτόματον and τύχη. As is 
underlined in Phys. 2.6 198a5–13, those two are posterior to νοῦς and φύσις: see Dudley 
(2012) 56–57.

58.	 Succinctly on the notion of “chance” and “fate” from Aristotle to Plutarch, see Lawrence 
(2011); esp. on Middle Platonism, see Eliasson (2008) 141–167 and Opsomer (2014). 

59.	 See, characteristically, Plot. Enn. 3.2.1; on the issue of fate in Plotinus (with regard to 
the question of self-determination), see Eliasson (2008) esp. 169–222; Smith (2011); 
Eliasson (2013). For the affirmation, in Iamblichus, of “order” in the world, instead of 
αὐτόματον and τύχη, see esp. Letter to Macedonius on Fate (II 8 46), with comments by 
Taormina and Piccione (2010) 381. On freedom, providence and fate in Neoplatonism 
in general, see Charrue (2011); Adamson (2014). 

60.	 It is thus that we may interpret Julian’s assertion, in his Letter to Themistius (255d–256c), 
of the existence —contrary to Chrysippus— of a contingent factor affecting practical af-



A. Ma r i nis254

Against this background, the multivalent causal register of Julian’s nar-
rative becomes clearer. The actions of Constantine’s sons are described as 
“spontaneous” or “accidental,” yet this vocabulary does not imply genu-
ine randomness. Rather, their conduct reflects the dominance of ἐπιθυμία 
(228a) and an impious disposition estranged from the divine. What is pre-
sented as αὐτόματον or τύχη therefore signifies not contingency in the strict 
sense, but the apparent unpredictability of actions issuing from a soul no 
longer ruled by reason. The sons act “by chance” only from a limited per-
spective; in reality, their conduct follows from a disordered psychic struc-
ture. This philosophical account thus proves fully compatible with the 
‘mythical’ logic of the tragic curse: their deeds appear rooted in anteced-
ent conditions of upbringing and moral habituation rather than in autono-
mous deliberation. Julian’s use of προαγορεύω (προαγορεύοντος αὐτοῖς τοῦ 
αὐτομάτου καὶ τῆς τύχης) further reinforces this interpretation, implying 
that their actions are not freely initiated but effectively “dictated” by irratio-
nal impulses that exceed their rational control. It follows that Constantine’s 
sons scarcely possess genuine self-determination (τὸ ἐφ’ ἡμῖν), to employ a 
central Neoplatonic term. As Plotinus explains (Enn. 3.1.9), when the soul 
is altered by external causes and driven forward in a kind of “blind rush,” 
neither its action nor its disposition is properly free (ἑκούσιος); only when 
impulse is governed by pure and untroubled reason can it truly be said to be 
in our power. Such a “blind rush,” though it does not abolish responsibil-
ity, marks the absence of genuine self-determination.61 

Iamblichus, similarly, in the Letter to Macedonius on Fate, observes that 
insofar as the soul gives itself over to the realm of generation and subjects 
itself to the cosmic flux, it “is drawn under the sway of Fate and enslaved to 
the necessities of nature” (ὑπὸ τὴν εἱμαρμένην ἄγεται καὶ δουλεύει ταῖς τῆς 
φύσεως ἀνάγκαις).62 By contrast, when it engages in free and independent 
intellectual activity, it willingly turns toward the divine, the good, and the 
intelligible, apprehending them in truth. The phrase ἀνάγκαι φύσεως may 

fairs which falls under the category of αὐτόματον and τύχη. See Prato and Fornaro (1984) 
41–42; Micalella (1998) 170–171; Chiaradonna (2015) 153.

61.	 On the notion of τὸ ἐφ’ ἡμῖν in Plotinus, see esp. Eliasson (2008) 176–179 (on Enn. 
3.1.9) and passim; also Rist (1967) 130–138; Leroux (1996); Romano (1999); Trab-
attoni (2009), arguing —in opposition to Eliasson (2008)— against the existence of real 
freedom of action in Plotinus.

62.	 Letter to Macedonius on Fate ΙΙ 8.43, 10–17; translation by Dillon and Polleichtner (2009) 
23. See analysis by Taormina and Piccione (2010) 198–220, 368–369. See also ibid. ΙΙ 
8.43, 10–17; II 8.45; with Taormina and Piccione (2010) 372–376; Taormina (2012).
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therefore be aligned with τὸ αὐτόματον, denoting a form of natural neces-
sity: the sons’ moral decline appears not as random contingency, but as the 
consequence of their formation and the rule of ἐπιθυμία.63

3.2 THE EMERGENCE OF JULIAN: TOWARDS A “PURIFICATION”

Πάντων οὖν ὁμοῦ φυρομένων καὶ ξυντελουμένων γάμων {τε} οὐ γάμων καὶ 
βεβηλουμένων ὁμοῦ τοῖς θείοις τῶν ἀνθρωπίνων, τὸν Δία ἔλεος ὑπῆλθεν· 
εἶτα ἀπιδὼν πρὸς τὸν Ἥλιον· “Ὦ παῖ” εἶπεν “οὐρανοῦ καὶ γῆς ἀρχαιότερον 
ἐν θεοῖς βλάστημα, μνησικακεῖν ἔτι διανοῇ τῆς ὑπεροψίας ἀνδρὶ αὐθάδει 
καὶ τολμηρῷ, ὅς σε ἀπολείπων αὑτῷ τε καὶ γένει καὶ παισὶν αἴτιος ἐγένετο 
τῶν τηλικούτων παθημάτων;” 

Now when all was in confusion, and many marriages that were no marriages 
were being concluded,64 and the laws of god and man alike had been pro-
faned, Zeus was moved with compassion and addressing himself to Helios 
he said: “O my son, divine offspring more ancient than heaven and earth, 
are you still minded to resent the insolence of that arrogant and audacious 
mortal, who by forsaking you brought so many calamities on himself and 
his progeny?”65

The unholy confusion that ensues moves Zeus to pity (ἔλεος), prompt-
ing him to address Helios and question his forbearance toward the “arro-
gant and audacious man,” Constantine, who has caused “such calamities” 
(τηλικούτων παθημάτων). The pairing of ἔλεος and παθήματα unmistak-
ably recalls Aristotle’s definition of tragedy in the Poetics: δι’ ἐλέου καὶ φό­
βου περαίνουσα τὴν τῶν τοιούτων παθημάτων κάθαρσιν (“through pity and 

63.	 Cf. Iambl. VP 28, 145 on the notion that “nothing happens spontaneously or by chance, 
but according to divine providence, especially in the case of the good and pious people” 
(ὅτι δ’ οὐδὲν ᾤοντο [οἱ Πυθαγόρειοι] ἐκ ταὐτομάτου συμβαίνειν καὶ ἀπὸ τύχης, ἀλλὰ κατὰ 
θείαν πρόνοιαν, μάλιστα τοῖς ἀγαθοῖς καὶ εὐσεβέσι τῶν ἀνθρώπων). An implication can be 
that things may proceed in an unordered manner in the case of impious people. 

64.	 The expression γάμων τε οὐ γάμων alludes to the private life of Constantine’s family and, 
from a stylistic perspective, echoes Euripidean usage (cf. Hec. 948; Hel. 690; Phoen. 
1047); see Guido (2000) 155. As De Vita (2022, 981) notes, Julian is likely referring not 
so much to the semi-incestuous marriages of Constantine’s sons with their cousins as to 
the dissolution of the marriages between Constantine’s daughters and relatives implicated 
in the massacre of 337.

65.	 Or. 7.228c–d.
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fear accomplishing the catharsis of such emotion”).66 Yet Julian subtly re-
works the terminology. Here ἔλεος is directed not merely toward an in-
dividual sufferer67 but toward the entire οἰκουμένη afflicted by its rulers’ 
impiety. Likewise, παθήματα no longer denote the emotional experience of 
spectators,68 but instead refer, on the one hand, to Constantine and his fam-
ily, particularly his sons, suggesting metaphorically a “morbid affection” or 
passion, and, on the other, to the “sufferings” or “misfortunes” afflicting the 
οἰκουμένη. In fact, Zeus contemplates the possibility of the divine punish-
ment of the γένος of Constantine by Helios, while he also wonders whether 
“any assistance may be given to the man” (229a). What we encounter here 
is a combination of accountability and lack of self-determination in the por-
trayal of Constantine and his progeny. 

Julian thus frames his family’s history within a tragic schema not simply 
to condemn Constantine and his sons, but to offer a more nuanced construal. 
From an elevated philosophical perspective, the perpetrator of impiety re-
mains accountable yet may also be, in a sense, a sufferer — as suggested by 
the ambivalent use of ἔλεος and the designation of Constantine as βοηθητέος 
(229a). This complexity is further evident in the portrayal of Constantius, 
whose moral predicament recalls Aristotelian ἀκρασία rather than a funda-
mentally unjust disposition.69 Later in Oration 7, when Helios asks the future 
emperor what he thinks of his cousin, “the heir” (232a), Julian replies that he 
appears “for the most part asleep, sunk in forgetfulness and devoted to plea-
sure; and of his shepherds a few are honest, but most are vicious and bru-
tal.” Helios then asks whether he would accept appointment, by himself and 
Athena, to govern the estates in the heir’s place. Once the youth consents, 
Athena returns to the image of “slumber,” warning him against the flatterers 
who surround Constantius: νυστάζων οὗτος ἐξαπατᾶται τὰ πολλά· σὺ δὲ νῆφε 
καὶ γρηγόρει (“This man slumbers and is often deceived; you, however, must 
be sober and vigilant,” 233a).70 Within Neoplatonic thought, we may recall 

66.	 Poetics 6. 1449b, 24–29; translation by Halliwell in Halliwell et al. (1995).
67.	 On ἔλεος in Aristotle, see – among an extensive array of studies — esp. Lucas (1968) 273-

274; Moles (1984) (focusing on φιλανθρωπία); Halliwell (1986) 173–184 (on pity and 
its relation with “fear”, φόβος); Halliwell (1987) 91–92; Schmitt (2008) 333–348 (on the 
quality of tragic emotions).

68.	 On παθήματα in Poetics (effectively coterminous with πάθη), see esp. Lucas (1968) 97-
98; Gill (1984); Halliwell (1986) 145–146, 223–224.

69.	 Cf. Letter to the Athenians 272c (on Constantius’ treatment of Gallus): ἀκρατέστερον μὲν 
καὶ ἥκιστα βασιλικῶς ἐφῆκε τῷ θυμῷ (“he gave way in most unkingly fashion to uncon-
trolled anger”).

70.	 Athena then enjoins Julian “to reverence” only the gods and those mortals who resemble 
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Porphyry’s reference to the philosopher’s metaphorical “wakefulness”,71 
while at the same time harking back to Aristotle’s analysis in Nicomachean 
Ethics 7.3 (1147a 10–15) of akratic persons: “...because in the case of hav-
ing knowledge without using it we can detect a different kind of having, so 
that a person can, in a sense, both have knowledge and not have it: e.g. if he 
is asleep or mentally disturbed or drunk.”72 For proper action (πράττειν), it 
is not enough to have alternative options; one must also be consciously aware 
of them.73 Accordingly, although the narrative unfolds in tragic terms, Con-
stantius is scarcely a tragic hero; rather, he appears as a figure deserving pity.

In this light, it is worth examining more closely the terms in which Ju-
lian’s own undertaking is described. As we have already seen, Zeus con-
sults with Helios and then with the Fates (228d–230a), in order to avert 
“this wicked zeal for impious deeds” from prevailing universally (ὅπως ἐν 
ἀνθρώποις ὁ πονηρὸς οὑτοσὶ τῆς ἀνοσιουργίας ζῆλος μὴ παντάπασιν ἐπικρα­
τήσῃ, 229b). The solution favored by Zeus and accepted by Helios is to 
extract a small child, offspring of Helios (σὸν ἔκγονον, 229c) —the cousin of 
Constantine’s heirs, namely Julian— “from the blood and noise of war and 
the slaughter of men” (229d–230a).74 Helios is delighted since he discerns 
that “a small spark” from himself lives in the child (229d). Through this 

them — in marked contrast to the “foolish” Constantius, whose shame and inordinate 
timidity have brought him harm. On the excessive influence on Constantius of his wives 
and courtiers, cf. Ammianus Marcellinus 14.5.4–5 and 21.16.16, also 21.16.4 on his 
“dullness of mind”; with Jones (1964) 116; Whitby (1999) 73–74 (also 71–72, 74–75 on 
Julian’s depiction of Constantius in his other works).

71.	 See De abstinentia I 28-29, with comments by Clark (2000) 131–132.
72.	 Translation by Thomson and Tredennick (2004) 174. As Destrée points out (2007, 

161–165), according to Aristotle the ignorance involved in ἀκρασία does not occur in 
the area of universal knowledge; it refers, on the contrary, to practical knowledge. We are 
dealing with an ignorance that does not concern the major premise, but rather the minor. 
The cause of the non-use of the existing knowledge is ἐπιθυμία and the cause of that 
ἐπιθυμία rests in the akratic person᾽s bad habits. In Nicomachean Ethics 7.3 we find an 
“intellectualist” account of ἀκρασία, which Destrée tries to reconcile with other passages. 
Regarding the metaphor of sleep, cf. De Generatione Animalium 735a10–12. On ἀκρα­
σία in Aristotle, see also, among many other studies, Rorty (1970) (with reference to the 
Platonic background); Gosling (1993); Pakaluk (2005) 233–256; Price (2006); Cleary 
(2007); Mele (2010); Francis (2011) (with a more physiologically-oriented explanation); 
Lorenz (2014). Οn the Neoplatonic reception of the theory of ἀκρασία, see Lawrence 
(2014).

73.	 See Nicomachean Ethics 3.5; with Curren (1989); Bobzien (2014) esp. 89–91. At the 
same time, of course, we are responsible for the states of character we develop: see Meyer 
(2006) 153–156; also Müller (2014), affirming the fact that, according to Aristotle, we are 
the causal principles of our actions.

74.	 A quotation from Iliad 11.164.
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reference Julian is elevated above the other members of the Constantinian 
dynasty; indeed, the descent from Helios and the living solar spark within 
him render him almost a saviour-figure.75 Further, Julian emerges as a Her-
acles figure who has to choose the proper course in life, as the continuation 
of the story, which takes the form of a vision or dream, makes clear.76 

Julian, led by Hermes to a high mountain, is called upon to accept the 
mission entrusted to him by Helios and Athena Pronoia (230a–234c).77 It 
is noteworthy that his prayer to Zeus, in which he beseeches the god to 
reveal the upward path, begins with the invocation Ὦ Ζεῦ πάτερ ἢ ὅ,τι σοι 
φίλον ὄνομα καὶ ὅπως ὀνομάζεσθαι (“Father Zeus — or whatever name you 
are pleased that men should call you by”, 231a–b), an aporetic formulation 
which, while fully consonant with Neoplatonic theology, also echoes the 
Aeschylean “Hymn to Zeus” in the Agamemnon.78 Yet the decisive move-
ment is downward rather than upward. Though drawn toward the divine, 
Julian must return to earth and undertake the Herculean task assigned to 
him: ἴθι οὖν παρ᾿ ὑμᾶς, ὡς ἂν μυηθείης ἀσφαλῶς τε ἐκεῖ διάγοις· χρὴ γάρ σ᾿ 
ἀπιέναι καὶ καθαίρειν ἐκεῖνα πάντα τὰ ἀσεβήματα (“Return, then, to your 
own people, so that you may be initiated and thereafter dwell safely on the 
earth. For you must return and cleanse away all impiety”, 231d). Hesitant 
before this burden, he is nevertheless enjoined to obey Zeus and assume the 
responsibility, lest he incur the hatred of the gods, as Helios warns (232c).79 
The autobiographical myth is finally sealed by the reminding of the future 
emperor of the fact that he is in possession of an immortal soul, which is an 
offspring of the gods, and that if he follows them he shall himself become 
a god and also behold the father of the gods (234c): Mέμνησο οὖν ὅτι τὴν 
ψυχὴν ἀθάνατον ἔχεις καὶ ἔκγονον ἡμετέραν, ἑπόμενός τε ἡμῖν ὅτι θεὸς ἔσῃ καὶ 
τὸν ἡμέτερον ὄψει σὺν ἡμῖν πατέρα. 

75.	 Cf. the depiction of Julian as a hero (or even divine figure) in non-Christian authors: see 
Conti (2009); Karla (2017) 149–153.

76.	 See particularly 230b (ὕπνον ... ἐμβαλών) and 231b (εἴτε ὕπνος τις εἴτε ἔκστασις); with 
Guido (2000) 156, 158. Also detailed discussion by Soler (2014), who discerns the 
influence of Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis (De re publica 6.9–29). 

77.	 On the symbolism involved here, see Mazza (1986); Athanassiadi (1992) 171–175; ead. 
(2005) 198–201, 245–248; Marcone (2012) 246–247; Mastrocinque (2012); Green-
wood (2014). 

78.	 Ag. 160–183; see esp. ll. 160–162: Ζεὺς ὅστις ποτ’ ἐστιν, εἰ τόδ’ αὐτῷ φίλον κεκλημένῳ, 
/ τοῦτό νιν προσεννέπω (“Zeus – whoever he may be, if it pleases him / to be so called, 
/ then I address him by that name”); see esp. Fraenkel (1962) 99–102; now Reinhardt 
(2024).

79.	 Iliad 3.415 is quoted here. 
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Two key points need to be highlighted. First, Athena’s designation as 
Πρόνοια foregrounds the Neoplatonic conception of cosmic providence, 
which governs the universe at a level superior to εἱμαρμένη. In this con-
nection, we may recall Iamblichus’ Epistle to Poimenius (I 1.35), which 
states that “[t]he gods, in upholding fate (εἱμαρμένη), direct its operation 
throughout the universe, and this sound direction of theirs brings about 
sometimes a lessening of evils, sometimes a mitigation of their effects, on 
occasion even their removal”. As Iamblichus adds, destiny (ἡ πεπρωμένη) is 
preserved under such divine direction, so that even what appears distorted 
remains contained within the unalterable goodness of the gods. In a compa-
rable manner, the autobiographical myth stages the operation of Πρόνοια as 
a corrective principle intervening in a course of events otherwise driven by 
αὐτόματον and τύχη. Yet this providential ordering is not merely metaphysi-
cal: it also bears a distinct political resonance, for Julian’s Athena Πρόνοια 
evokes Providentia Augusta, the personified divine wisdom that legitimates 
and guides imperial succession at Rome.

A second expression that warrants attention is καθαίρειν ἐκεῖνα πάντα 
τὰ ἀσεβήματα. In place of a tragic κάθαρσις παθημάτων, the emphasis here 
falls on ritual purification: a “purging away” or cleansing of impious acts.80 
Julian’s task, therefore, is to eliminate the corrupt practices of Constantine 
and his sons and, more fundamentally, to restore moral order within the 
polity. Such an undertaking presupposes Julian’s own initiation and, with 
it, the purification of his soul,81 thereby evoking the Platonic conception of 
philosophical κάθαρσις in the Phaedo whereby the soul withdraws from the 
fragmented world of sensory experience —associated with instability and 
illusion— in order to reorient its vision toward the stable, intelligible real-
ity of the Forms.82 At the same time, the verb καθαίρειν, understood as the 
undoing of impiety, recalls Stesichorus’ παλινῳδία in the Phaedrus, where 
recantation itself functions as a corrective καθαρμός.83 Yet the distinction is 
not absolute. Although the precise meaning of κάθαρσις in the Poetics re-
mains debated, it cannot be reduced to mere emotional purgation; it also 
possesses a cognitive dimension, insofar as engagement with the μῦθος —
the “soul” of tragedy— renders ἔλεος and φόβος proportionate and directs 

80.	 See LSJ s.v. καθαίρω, ΙΙ. On ritual purification in Greek religion, see now Thesaurus Cul­
tus et Rituum Antiquorum (eds. V. Lambrinoudakis and J. C. Balty), vol. 2, Los Angeles 
2004, 12–35.

81.	 We may surmise here an allusion to the Mithraic mysteries; see Guido (2000) 158–159. 
82.	 See Phaedo 69c and 114c; with Rowe (1993) 151, 188–189.
83.	 Phaedrus 243a; with Demos (1997) esp. 242–246; Yunis (2011) 124.



A. Ma r i nis260

them toward their proper objects.84 In this respect, Platonic purification and 
Aristotelian catharsis converge: both entail the restoration of order within 
a structure —psychic or narrative— that has fallen into disorder. Against 
this background, Julian’s distancing from the narrated events —achieved 
through mythico-philosophical framing and envisaged through his ascent 
to the holy mountain— may be understood as a form of purification analo-
gous to Aristotelian κάθαρσις, even as it surpasses this by extending into the 
sphere of political reform. The λύσις of the tragedy, however, remains pro-
spective: rather than being completed within the dramatic representation, 
it is projected onto Julian’s future political action. For the present, Julian 
articulates not the λύσις itself, but the promise of its realization.

4. CONCLUSION: TOWARDS  
THE “FINEST AND BEST TRAGEDY”

Julian’s promise to fulfil his role within a situation cast in dramatic terms 
may best be understood in light of Plotinus’ use of the dramatic metaphor 
in Ennead 3.2. There Plotinus argues that the rational formative principle 
(λόγος) does not produce uniformity “by a reason containing all the rich 
variety of the intelligible world”.85 One should no more reproach this di-
versity than one would criticize a drama because not all its characters are 

84.	 See Schmitt (2008, 332–348, 475–510), who offers, via an extensive analysis, an in-
terpretation grounded in the Aristotelian emphasis on both the cognitive and physical 
aspects of emotion; his view is thus clearly to be distinguished from intellectualist-mor-
alistic accounts of κάθαρσις (see esp. 496–497). One may refer here to the account of κά­
θαρσις offered by Iamblichus in De Mysteriis I 11.40.2–4: Διὰ δὴ τοῦτο ἔν τε κωμωδίᾳ καὶ 
τραγῳδίᾳ ἀλλότρια πάθη θεωροῦντες ἵσταμεν τὰ οἰκεῖα πάθη καὶ μετριώτερα ἀπεργαζόμεθα 
καὶ ἀποκαθαίρομεν (“That is why, when we behold the passions of others both in come-
dy and in tragedy, we stabilise our own passions, and render them more moderate, and 
purify them”; translation by Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell 2003, 51): dramatic κάθαρσις 
is then paralleled to the effect of ecstatic rituals, whose aim is the “tending of the soul” 
(θεραπεία ψυχῆς). Such an explanation focuses on the affective dimension but does not 
exclude the cognitive dimension of emotion: see Schmitt (2008) 307; also Clarke (2001) 
78–80 on the place of κάθαρσις within Iamblichean philosophy. On Aristotelian κάθαρ­
σις, see also —again, among an immense bibliography— Lucas (1968) 273–290; Golden 
(1976); Halliwell (1986) 184–201; id. (1987) 189–192; Ford (1995); Seidensticker and 
Vöhler (2007) (with regard to the pre-Aristotelian notions of κάθαρσις); Turri (2015) 
(based on psychoanalysis but with wider ramifications); Ford (2016). 

85.	 Translation by Armstrong (1993).
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heroes (ἢ εἴ τις δρᾶμα μέμφοιτο, ὅτι μὴ πάντες ἥρωες ἐν αὐτῷ), but instead 
include servants or rustic figures who speak in a vulgar manner (11). Like an 
actor, the soul must perform the role assigned to it, yet without identifying 
with it; it is judged according to its performance and allotted new roles ac-
cordingly (17).86 What is required, therefore, is a philosophical distancing: 
one must enact one’s part as well as possible while recognizing that it does 
not exhaust one’s true identity.87 Such distancing is mirrored in Julian’s as-
cent to the summit of the heavenly mountain, from which he surveys earthly 
events from an elevated vantage point. His subsequent return to the world is 
thus framed in recognizably Plotinian terms: Helios’ injunction, μέμνησο οὖν 
ὅτι τὴν ψυχὴν ἀθάνατον ἔχεις… (234c), underscores that Julian possesses an 
immortal soul and properly belongs to a higher realm.88 Plotinus’ dramatic 
imagery therefore retroactively illuminates Julian’s σκηνοποιία: what initial-
ly appeared as an anti-theatrical polemic now emerges as a philosophically 
regulated deployment of dramatic form.

The reach of this dramatic framework is further extended through the 
reminiscence of Plato’s Laws. What Julian vows to realize on earth is noth-
ing less than the Platonic “finest and best tragedy.” As the legislators declare 
(817a–b), if tragic poets were to request permission to stage their works in 
the city, they would be told:

ὦ ἄριστοι ... ἡμεῖς ἐσμὲν τραγῳδίας αὐτοὶ ποιηταὶ κατὰ δύναμιν ὅτι καλλίστης 
ἅμα καὶ ἀρίστης: πᾶσα οὖν ἡμῖν ἡ πολιτεία συνέστηκε μίμησις τοῦ καλλίστου 
καὶ ἀρίστου βίου, ὃ δή φαμεν ἡμεῖς γε ὄντως εἶναι τραγῳδίαν τὴν ἀληθεστάτην.

Most honoured guests, we’re tragedians ourselves, and our tragedy is the 
finest and best we can create. At any rate, our entire state has been con-
structed so as to be a ‘representation’ of the finest and noblest life – the very 
thing we maintain is most genuinely a tragedy.89

86.	 See analysis by Reis (2000); Iozzia (2015); Sheppard (2015).
87.	 See Reis (2000) esp. 308–309.
88.	 Interestingly enough, the Plotinian treatise begins with the refutation of the view that “the 

being and structure of this All” ought to be attributed to αὐτόματον and τύχη: one may 
argue that through his affirmation of the role of the divine in the fate of the Roman state, 
Julian effectively seeks to proclaim the final prevalence of the λόγος —and not αὐτόματον 
and τύχη— within the universal drama.

89.	 Translation by Saunders (2004) 264. 
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Ἡ καλλίστη καὶ ἀρίστη τραγῳδία is to be equated with the political and social 
constitution of Magnesia.90 Julian aspires to act as a proper moral agent within 
the Platonic universe, seeking to enact his own “truest tragedy,” in contradis-
tinction to both the catastrophic ἀκρασία of Constantine and the ill-devised 
comedy of the Cynic Heracleios. In this sense, it is the regenerated Roman 
state that must emerge as ἡ καλλίστη καὶ ἀρίστη τραγῳδία: this is Julian’s vi-
sion of the future and, for him, the only imaginable λύσις in this tragedy. 
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