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THE “LAST PAGANS” AND THE “END OF PAGANISM”: ANCIENT AND MODERN
DISCOURSES

The first lecture will explore the notions we use today to talk about the late antique
Greek and Roman polytheism. Analysis of modern and ancient terms is an important
part of our understanding of the historical developments of the late antique Roman
Empire. We will show how the representations of the “end of paganism” provided by
Christian authors of the fourth-fifth century have largely influenced the modern and
contemporary historiographical debate on late polytheism.

The image of the collapse of the ancient religion that is often implied in the category
of “last pagans” derives in particular from the triumphalist vision of ecclesiastical
historians (e.g., Rufinus of Aquileia, Church History): according to these authors, the
time between Constantine, the first Christian emperor, and Theodosius, the emperor
of the Nicene faith, represented the last phase of traditional polytheistic religion.
Similarly, the “triumph of Christianity” in the empire's cities would have marginalized
polytheistic practices, which would have retreated to the countryside after the laws
of 391-392 to resist the winning religion (as the verses of Endelechius’ poem De
mortibus boum clearly show).
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