Mitchell 4

Ancestral Piety and Christian Fidelity in the Epigrams of Gregory of Nazianzus
“What am I to mention as first or greatest of his merits? Or by what omission shall I do least damage to my presentation? Who was more faithful to his teachers than he? Who more friendly to his comrades? Who better avoided evil companionship and association? Who devoted himself more to that of men of high character, those most renowned and distinguished from his own and from other countries? He knew well that these associations have an important bearing on virtue or vice. Wherefore, who was in greater honor with those in authority than he? Who in the entire city though all individuals suffer obscurity because of its size was more distinguished for moderation or more renowned for understanding? “—Oration on his Brother, Caeserius
“My story, such as it is, is but one chosen out of many, and as I think, typical of the rest. I have not narrated it for the purpose of adding to his glory. For neither the sea has any need of the rivers flowing into it, however many and great they may be, nor has he whom we praise today any need of contributions to his glory. But I wanted to show what kind of ancestors he had, and, having such models before his eyes, how far he surpassed them. For, if it is a great thing for others to receive title to honor from their ancestors, it was a greater thing for him to add to his ancestors' glory from his own, like a stream flowing back to its source. “—Oration on Basil

Exploratory Questions
1. How much respect do we owe our parents?

2. What kind of premium does your culture place on honoring one’s ancestors?

3. What lessons should we learn from the lives of those who have already died?

4. Should Christians do these things differently? If so, how?
Qualities of the Epitaph or Funeral/ Sepulchral Epigram
Classical epitaphs were written in both Greek and Latin. The largest collection of Greek epitaphs is in the Anthologia Graeca (The Greek Anthology), a collection of texts from the classical period to the 10th century A.D. of the Byzantine period, likely complied ca. 945 by Constantine the Rhodian. Volume 8 compiles 260 epigrams and epitaphs by Gregory. (They are numbered through 254, but four are actually divided into two: 10B; 52B; 67B; 85B.) Gregory likely wrote most of these in the last decade of his life, though some regarding his mother may have been composed earlier.
The funeral epigram often occurs within a classical context of filial piety, which included elaborate family tombs and annual familial commemorations, and, thus they have socio-economic implications. Originally written to be inscribed on a funeral edifice or tombstone, most classical epitaphs are rather short, many two to twelve lines of poetry. Epitaphs comment upon or summarize a life’s meaning, commemorating or critiquing it.  They also reflect often upon the meaning of life in light of death’s inevitability. Intentionally literary epitaphs use the basic genre but expand it in various ways to offer wider observations about human life and society. The moods of epitaphs range widely from expressions of regret and sorrow to serious reflection and moral example to humor, even sarcasm and mockery. Like its more general literary counterpart, the epigram, the epitaph generally included a sudden twist or turn in the last line or last couplet.
Gregory’s Development of the Genre

One can make a case that Gregory’s literary epitaphs parallel in many ways his funeral orations, especially those for his family members and those for Basil of Caesarea. They share the tradition of the encomium, as well as the memorial and lament for the dead, which often included exhortations for audiences to reflect on the moral pattern of the dead loved one. In the same way, most of Gregory’s sepulchral epigrams have ethical lessons, either based on the exemplary life of the person or on the circumstances surrounding their life or death. The exemplum, after all, is one of the basic classical practices at the heart of these, and the Christian adaptation of these is evident throughout Patristic literature. While his epitaphs can hardly be as developed as his funeral orations, they nonetheless, especially when collected, take on a certain complexity. 
The long cycle upon the death of Gregory’s mother, Nonna, who literally died while at prayer in the family church, is not only a series of reflections on the admirable Christian character of his mother, they are also a series of literary lessons in how to work and rework a singular theme. The 51 epitaphs range from pious to painful in tone and move between extended meditations to short couplets, even ending with a singular line. They present her as already a saintly martyr, as a type of the ancient Christian wife of faith, or they uphold her as a hero of the faith superseding classical examples, yet they also reflect on the nature of loss and grief.
This is not to say that the epitaphs are only the lives of the noble and heroic. For example, while Gregory had a high regard for his father and a respect for his friend Basil, both men manipulated Gregory at several points of their lives, and Gregory could be brutally honest about these moments in his letters and autobiographical poetry. The epitaphs, on the other hand, are more subtle in their mixed responses, yet even they do in some places suggest the complex personalities of both men, and not only the praiseworthy.
Another kind of subtle critique can be seen in the epitaphs for his brother Caeserius. Caeserius’ education (not unlike Gregory’s own) and his high position (different from Gregory’s) are a source of pride and praise, yet they are also a source of memento mori: consider one’s death, for none can outfox it when it comes. Caeserius’ death at a young age also allows Gregory to explore the more painful side of grief, even giving us epitaphs in which his father is not reconciled to his son’s early death, in which the father asks hard questions of the good God.

While Gregory allows himself much more room to reflect on his own life struggles in some of his other autobiographical poetry, such as Peri ton eaytoy bion (Concerning his own life) or Peri ton kath eauton (Concerning his own affairs), the cycle of epitaphs that reflect on his own future death also allow him to reflect on his life. He uses several to defend his treatment of his aged parents, while others allow him to ponder what he himself has undergone for the faith. 
The cycle of epitaphs about the Emperor Martinianus is another unique unit. Martinianus was the co-emperor with Constantine I for part of a year and eventually defeated by him. Martinianus was a pagan, and Gregory’s epitaphs portray him as representing some of the noble qualities of pagan Rome, yet at the same time, Martinianus is also pictured as proud, fearful, and even slightly ridiculous. They afford Gregory the opportunity to reflect on the basic value of filial piety, yet they also ask subtle questions about the limits of such practices, especially from a Christian understanding.
Gregory’s epitaphs for dead friends and their family members also allow him to explore other classic themes and to display classical oratorical skill. He presents some as young beautiful youth cut off before their prime, others as classic men of oratorical skill, and still others as noble persons of holy lives.  Cappadocia’s regional identity and pride is also present in a number of the epitaphs, including in the choice of Martinianus. 
The later third of the collection moves away from persons that Gregory had known to more strictly moral themes that focus on the Christian adaptation of filial festivals at the tombs of the martyrs and a longer cycle of epitaphs that condemn those who would break into established tombs, seeking family treasures, or even vandalizing current tombs to acquire materials for their own relatives’ tombs. The cycle uses a diverse collection of voices—from the morally upright to the comic, even vulgar, to the desperate and strained. In this way, they operate as a set of Christian reflections not only on the need to respect the dead, but also on the follies of rituals and expectations surrounding family tombs.
Outline 

Ep. 1—On John and Theodosius—The opening epigram is written before the death of the famous preacher John Chrysostom (d. 407), as well as the Emperor Theodosius I (d. 395). Theodosius was the emperor who made Christian the sole religion of the empire, as well as being the one who brought Gregory to Constantinople (New Rome) to seek to reconvert the society from Arianism. 
Ep.2-11—Basil of Caesarea-Some of the events touched on in these epitaphs include the time Basil and Gregory both studied classical rhetoric in Athens, their mutual commitment to the monastic life (though in differing forms, Basil’s far more rigorous), as well as Basil’s decision to move from heading a monastic community to becoming bishop in Caeserea. 
Ep. 12-103—Immediate Family
Ep. 12-23—Gregory the Elder—Gregory’s father and bishop in Nazianzus. Gregory the Elder was raised in a family which followed a form of heretical Judaism mixed with some Christian beliefs and did not become an orthodox Christian until after his marriage to Nonna. A wealthy patrician, he eventually built the church where he served as bishop. 
Ep. 24-74—Nonna, his Mother—Among other events, Gregory recalls he and his brother’s survival of a storm at sea and credits their survival to his mother’s prayers. 
Ep. 75-76—Two Prayers for Gregory and Nonna’s children

Ep. 77-78—Additional epitaphs for their family tomb

Ep. 79-84—For His Own Tomb—These touch on several events in Gregory’s life, including once being stoned in church by his enemies, his mission to bring Trinitarian Christianity to Constantinople 
Ep. 85-99—Caeserius, his Brother—Along with his brother’s education, he mentions Caeserius’ role as chief physician to the Emperor, his wealth, his near escape from death in an earthquake in the province Bithynia, near Constantinople, and his subsequent shocking death from the plague. 
Ep. 100—Caeserius and Philagrius

Ep. 101-103—Gorgorian, his Sister—the few epitaphs addressing his sister do not engage in the same detailed manner as his funeral oration for her. 

Ep. 104-117—The Martinianus Cycle
Ep. 104-117—Martinianus—the pagan co-emperor of Constantine the Great, he was executed in 325 with Constantine’s ascent as sole emperor. Martinianus was from Cappadocia and before had been a notable general.  
Ep. 118-169—Various Friends & Other Family
Ep. 118-120—Livia, wife of Amphilochus
Ep. 121—On the Brothers Euphemius and Amphilochus

Ep. 122-130—Euphemius

Ep. 131-138—Amphilochus—Gregory’s cousin had been educated as an orator, served as a lawyer, after retirement became a hermit, and was eventually tapped by Basil for service as a bishop. 
Ep. 139-149—Nicomedes, Carterius, Bassus, & Philtatius
Ep. 150-165—Various Others, especially Basil’s Family, including his mother, brother, and sisters.
Ep 166-254--Epigrams on Sepulchral Topics 
Ep. 166-169—On the Feasts of the Martyrs
Ep. 170-254—On Violators of Tombs

Discussion Questions (Ep. 1-103) for 1st Day
1. In the 12 epitaphs for Basil of Caesarea, how does Gregory picture their friendship? (Ep. 2-11)
2. What kinds of qualities does he attribute to Basil? Are they always positive?

3. How does Gregory contrast Basil’s life on earth with his heavenly existence? 
4. How would you describe the personality of Gregory the Elder as portrayed in his epigrammatic sequence? (Ep. 12-23)
5. Does Gregory ever purposively blur the line between himself and his namesake? 
6. What are some ways that Gregory imagines the relationship between Nonna and the church altar? (Ep. 24-74)
7. How does he portray his mother as the Christian martyr-hero? What kind of efficacy does he assign her prayers? (esp. Ep. 28-29, 33, 36-39, 53-56, 66ff.)
8. How does he see his own relationship to her? (see Ep. 30, 32, 36-37)
9. What place does theosis play in his picture of his parents?
10. How would characterize the epigrams dealing with his parents’ prayers and their family tomb? (Ep. 75-78)
11. What are some of the aspects of Gregory’s own life that he imagines as important in his epitaphs for his own future tomb? (Ep. 79-84)
12. How do several of the epitaphs about Caeserius reflect on the problem of evil? (Ep. 85-100)
13. How do they also reflect on the fleetingness of our public attainments?

14. What qualities does he include in regard to his sister? (Ep. 101-103)

Discussion Topics for Reports for 2nd Day
(Ep. 104-117)—The Martinianus Cycle [May be assigned for report or read by all]
1. How does Gregory invoke the pagan imagination in these epitaphs?
2. How does he mix together nobility and an air of the ridiculous in Martinianus?
3. How do Martinianus’ fears and threats define him as a figure?

4. What role do fame and honor play in the memory of the general entirely? Is it positive?
(Ep. 118-138)—The Family of Amphilochus

1. What kinds of qualities does Gregory associate with Livia? (Ep. 118-120)
2. How does Gregory make Euphemius a picture of educated youth cut off before its prime? (Ep. 121-130)
3. How do both Euphemius and the younger Amphilochus represent the values of oratory?
4. What importance did Amphilochus have for Gregory? (Ep. 131-138)

(Ep. 139-165)—Other Friends and Persons of Note

1. For what in Nicomedes and Carterius is Gregory grateful? (Ep. 139-146)
2. How do some of Gregory’s other friends (Ep. 147-155) model the Christian life?

3. What makes the accounts of Naucratius and Maxentius distinctive? (Ep. 156-160)
4. What qualities does he most admire in Basil’s family? (Ep. 161-165)
(Ep. 166-175)—Behavior at Martyrs’ Shrines [May be assigned for report or read by all]

1. What kinds of spiritual concerns does Gregory have about the moral behavior of revelers at the shrines?

2. How would you describe the tone he takes in describing their actions?

3. How does Gregory seek to balance Christian views of the afterlife with respect for graves?

4. What kind of ideal practice does he imagine for the shrines?


(Ep. 176-204)—Upon the Violators of Tombs 1
1. How would you characterize the tone of some of the epitaph’s occupants?
2. What does Gregory’s message seem to be about the wealth and display of some tombs?
3. What kinds of moral judgments does he (or the epitaphs) make about tomb-raiders?
4. What role do references to pagan myth serve in these poems?
(Ep. 205-254)—Upon the Violators of Tombs 2

1. How do several of these epitaphs picture tomb robbers as the lowest kind of criminals?
2. How do the acts of tomb robbers reveal the moral state of human society?
3. The shorter couplets that mostly end this collection. What strikes you about them as literary and proverbial units?
4. What do some of these suggest about the nature of addiction?
