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MULTIPLE INITIATIONS FOR THE LATE ANTIQUE ELITE: POLYTHEISTIC DYNAMISM
OR PAGAN CRISIS?

The second lecture will analyze the question of multiple initiations into
mystery cults among aristocrats in the Roman world in the second half of the
fourth century. Both in Libanius’s orations (e.g., Oration 15 To Julian on Behalf
of Aristophanes of Corinth) and in inscriptions from the second half of the
fourth century (e.g., Vettius Agorius Praetextatus in Rome or Mousonius in
Attic), multiple initiations appear as a mark of prestige within the cursus
honorum. Albeit in a rhetorical construction aimed at condemnation, Christian
authors also testify to the social status linked to the initiations, as in the case
of the Confession of Cyprian the Magician.

The accumulation of religious responsibilities has hitherto been interpreted
either as a consequence of the decadence of the polytheistic religion, due to
the dwindling number of people willing to take on traditional religious
functions; or as a sign of the new vitality of polytheism, supported first by the
emperor Julian and then by the usurper Eugenius. We will examine the
relevance of these interpretations in the light of changes in polytheistic ritual
practices in the second half of the fourth century.
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